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ABSTRACT  

 

Savonarola was a gifted preacher and thinker of the 15 th  Century. In his writings we 

discover him to be a óFather of Apologeticsô. His method and approach to the defence of 

the Faith is superior to much of what is on offer today. His premises an d purposes are 

stated with clarity and match the needs and situation of the 21 st  Century as much as 

they did those of his day. The needs he identified, still need to be addressed. The need 

to ï 

 

 Confirm the faith of people whose belief has been shaken  

 Prepa re unbelievers for the reception of super natural enlightenment,  

 Enable the faithful to refute the arguments of non - believers  

 Expose the irrationality of non -believersô arguments so that simple and 

uneducated  people are released from the deception played  on them. 1  

 

In his major work, The  Triumph of the Cross, his sharp analytical mind and 

comprehensive understanding created a totally original presentation of the philosophy of 

Christianity. This was done with a simple appeal to natural reason. óNot that fa ith, the 

spontaneous gift of God, can be acquired through reason,ô wrote Savonarola, óbut 

because reason is a useful weapon with which to combat unbelievers or open to them 

the way of salvation. It is an instrument to arouse the lukewarm and give strength to the 

faithful.ô  

 

He uses the motif of a triumphal chariot moving in celebration through the world. Seated 

in the chariot is Christ, who was crucified but who is now claiming his kingdom. 

Surrounding him are all those who have been affected by his victor y. Saints and Martyrs, 

people of every nation whose lives have been transformed as well as false religions and 

philosophies, which have been vanquished. From this integrated and comprehensive 

image ï not based on isolated proofs ï he provides a strong rati onal apologetic.  

 
His method avoids the tendency of trying to prove an intelligent designer; unrelated to 

the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. It avoids giving a Christian apologetic in a 

way that avoids all association with the worldôs criticism of the Church and Christians. 

And it deals with the weaknesses and loss of nerve that have characterised Apologetics 

through much of the 20th Century. His teaching is not one among several apologetic 

tools -  but the key to unifying them all.  

 

The concluding  part of his work compares the Christian Worldview with the others of his 

day and again we find a remarkable match with the competing explanations of life and 

the universe, on offer today. His refuting of humanistic philosophies, astrology, 

polytheistic re ligions, Judaism, Islam and Christian heresies and cults is equally effective 

in addressing secular humanism, postmodernism, eastern religions, the New Age 

movement, cults and the impact of Islam.  

 

Some Apologetics take us to a first cause only; Savonarola  takes us to the Cross of 

Christ to meet the very Son of God as Saviour and Lord.  

                                            
1 TOTC ï Page 81  
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MAJOR REFERENCE WORKS  

 

The two major reference works which provide the most comprehensive and scholarly 

biographies and evaluation of the influence of Savonarola are those b y Pasquale Villari 

and Pierre Van Paassen.  

 

The Life and Times of Girolamo Savonarola by Professor Pasquale Villari, was translated 

from the Italian by Linda Villari and published in London by T. Fisher Unwin in 1888. 

Pasquale Villari 1826 ï1917, was an It alian historian and statesman. He was Minister of 

Education (1889 ï92). His work on Savonarola gained him an appointment (1859) as 

teacher of modern history at Pisa. He also taught at Florence.  

 

A Crown of Fire: The Life and Times of Girolamo Savonarola was  written by Pierre Van 

Paassen and published by Scribner in New York in 1960.  

 

 

FOOTNOTE CITATIONS  

 

In the footnotes the citations from Savonarolaôs Triumph of the Cross are referenced as 

TOTC. Those from The Life and Times of Girolamo Savonarola are refe renced as Villari 

and those from A Crown of Fire are referenced as Paassen.  

 

 

SUPPORTING TEXT ï THE TRIUMPH OF THE CROSS  

 

Reason for the Text  

 

Because the text of The Triumph of the Cross is not available in English, I have produced 

a revision and re -writi ng of the text based on John Proctorôs translation from the Italian. 

This is available for downloading or reading online at ï  

 

http://www.theologytools.com/  

 

With this text I have also included an Introduction  and background notes. Some parts of 

that material are duplicated in this thesis, to enable each document to stand -alone; with 

each as a complete entity.  

 

 

Method in revising and rewriting  

 

In order to maximize the benefit of this wonderful document I have made certain 

updates to the language, grammar and style. This has been done in a manner that seeks 

to preserve the authorôs original tone and message and to facilitate ease of 

comprehension of complex arguments.  

 

Where Savonarola uses more obscure technica l terms or words, I have referred to the 

Italian text and translated the word or phrase into current English usage. On the few 

occasions when this has been necessary it has been done with the help of Italian 

scholars and reference works, giving due weight to the 15th Century context of the 

original work.  

http://www.theologytools.com/
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Where I have revised the wording of key ideas and technical words used by Savonarola, 

this has been indicated in the footnotes provided. It has only been done for the sake of 

clarity and never to change th e thrust of an argument.  

 

 

Dynamic Equivalence.  

 

I have used dynamic equivalence to convey the authorôs meaning. This means that an 

attempt is made to convey the overall life and power of the authorôs message, rather 

than formal equivalence, which seeks to  translate word for word. In formal equivalence, 

the aim is to find a word with the equivalent force and meaning as the one being 

translated. But this is not always possible as exact pairs of words are sometimes not 

available. In dynamic equivalence, the f ocus is not so much on the individual words but 

rather on the force and meaning of phrases or sentences. In doing this there is obviously 

still a need to note the use of key words and technical terms used by the author. And on 

one occasion, I have rearrang ed the order of the sentences in a paragraph to make the 

authorôs argument explicit, for a modern reader.  

 

Savonarolaôs Italian edition is written with each chapter composed of a single paragraph. 

This makes intricate arguments even more complex. I have t herefore divided the 

chapters into paragraphs to clarify the different concepts presented and to stop them all 

running into each other.  

 

 

History of the text  

 

Savonarolaôs passionate heart and acute intellect produced in The Triumph of the Cross, 

one of th e greatest works of Christian Apologetics. The work was first written 2 in Latin 

and printed in Florence in 1497, reprinted in 1524, then in Paris in the same year, then 

Basle in 1540, in Lyon in 1633, in Grenoble in 1666.  

 

However, as many citizens did not  read Latin 3 he translated it into Italian, saying that he 

had not done this óword for wordô but had changed some parts, omitted others and 

added new material to make the sense clearer.  His motive was to prevent anyone 

deliberately mistranslating the book , at a time when his teaching was accused of being 

filled with heresy.  This Italian edition was also produced in 1497, in Florence and 

reprinted in Venice in 1531 and again in 1547.  

 

Even his enemies recognised the brilliance of this work, and after his d eath it was highly 

                                            
2 His preaching was often loud and powerful, but his actual writing was very small and delicate.  
His personal Bible is on display in Florence and his closely written comments  in the margins really 

need the assist ance of a magnifying glass to decipher them.    

3 It is plain that there is no foundation for the belief expressed by some writers that Latin was 
com monly understood by the people at that period. But as it was the language of the learned 
classes throughout Europe, it was naturally employed in all theological and philosophical works, 
and all the more so because, in order to treat of these themes in Italian, it would have been 
requisite to coin new phrases and forms of speech, almost, indeed, to create a new l anguage. 

Accordingly it was found easier to write first in Latin, and then translate into the vulgar tongue. 
Villari -  Book 1 Ch 8.  
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regarded. In 1640 the brother of Pope Urban VIII, in his will, left his estate of 500 gold 

crowns, to reprint this book and to show that Savonarola was innocent of heresy.  

 

An incomplete edition translated from the Italian version, was p rinted in English in 1661, 

by John Field and a copy of this is held at Cambridge University. This edition leaves out 

sections but admits to doing so, to make the work more acceptable in a time of 

Reformed Theology -  a time when the Church of England was pu blishing the Thirty Nine 

Articles, refuting Catholic dogma.  

 

A more complete edition of The Triumph Of The Cross was published in English by 

Hodder in London in 1868.  This was a translation of the Latin text, by O'Dell Travers 

Hill. 4 However it is incomp lete and the translator has deliberately left out whole chapters. 

A pr®cis of part of Travers Hillôs work was circulated in a volume called Valiant for Truth 

published in 1961. 5 

 

A further translation into English was made from the Italian text by Father John Proctor, 

Provincial of the English Dominicans. This was published by Sands and Company, in 

London, in 1901.  It carried the imprimatur of the Archbishop of Westminster dated 28 

March 1901.  

 

The text I have revised and re -written is based on this full  Italian translation by Fr John 

Proctor. His work is valuable as the first complete English edition. Unfortunately its tone 

clothes Savonarola in the style of a mid -Victorian cleric, which is unfair to the immediacy 

of Savonarolaôs writing and unfortunate for us in the 21st Century because it makes the 

reading more difficult.  

 

Examples of Proctorôs anachronistic style are the stilted use of the semi-colon, which 

flood the text, his use of archaic words when adequate current ones were available, his 

phrasin g, and Scripture references, which are not in, recognised current formats.  

 

His text also contains many very long sentences, which the modern reader finds 

confusing. The difficulty arises when several clauses refer back to previous clauses within 

the same sentence. To clarify the argument and make the meaning of the text more 

explicit I have broken many of these sentences into smaller units.  

 

It was necessary to provide a new text because the text in English is not readily 

available. The Latin texts are now  collectorsô items6 and very few copies of the Hodder or 

Sands English editions are extant. A new Italian edition was published in 2001 Il trionfo 

della croce. La ragionevolezza della fede: óThe Triumph of the Cross. The reasonableness 

of faith ô by Prof. Giorgio Carbone OP and published by Edizioni Studio Domenicano.  

                                            
4 A copy is held by the British Library, London, UK  

5 David Otis Fuller, Ed., VALIANT FOR THE TRUTH , A Treasury of Evangelic al Writings, 
McGraw -Hill, New York, 1961  

6 In April 2008 a copy of the Venice Latin Edition of 1506 was on sale for $3,200. The catalogue 
stated -  THIRD EDITION of Savonarola's confession of faith, begun in 1496 and printed in 1497, 
the year of Savonarola' s excommunication. This edition is extremely rare. OCLC locates a single 

copy in the United States.  
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1  Introduction  

The Illustration of the Elephant  

Five blind men investigated an elephant.  The first felt the trunk and said, óan 

elephant is like a large hose.ô  The second one touched the tail and stated, óan 

elephant is like a rope.ô  Still another encountered the ear and exclaimed, óan 

elephant is like canvas.ô  The fourth one examined a leg and said, óelephants are 

like trees.ô  Finally, the fifth one felt a side, and said emphatically, óelephants are 

actually houses!ô  Each thought clearly of the elephant in terms of his own too 

limited data.  7    

 

This old illustration points out the important truths: incomplete evidence or faulty 

methodologies result in contradictions that are more apparent than real,  and leave no 

concept of the whole being that is the object of enquiry. Sadly, this has been exemplified 

in much of the Apologetics of the 20 th  Century.  

These are issues that Savonarola identified and effectively dealt with in The Triumph of 

the Cross.  

 

Un ique approach ï integrated and holistic  

What makes his approach unique is that he presents all his evidence as inter - related and 

not just cumulative. In doing this he reveals the holistic nature of the Christian 

philosophy and divine revelation. This was n ot an accidental achievement but a carefully 

thought through schema. 8  He states this objective at the very outset and uses two 

illustrations to assert his methodology.  

 

Analogy of astronomical observation  

The first illustration he uses is taken from astr onomy. He infers that the sages of old 

were able to make meaningful observation of the stars because they considered the 

heavens as a whole and studied the relationship between each star and the whole mass 

of the total stars that could be seen.  

Philosopher s have tried to understand something of Godôs nature, not by looking 

at one creature in isolation, but by looking at innumerable objects and the 

harmony of the relationships between them. It is possible to do this because of 

the mutual dependence of everyt hing in the universe. 9 

 

To observe one star in isolation makes it impossible to say much that is meaningful 

about its movement, brightness or size. But when considered in relationship to the rest 

of the stars then it contributes to our understanding of the whole heavenly host. And it is 

possible to say far more about the individual star, too. It is possible to compare and 

contrast it with its neighbours and in so doing to say something meaningful about its 

movement, brightness and size.  

                                            
7 John Warwick Montgomery, editor, Evidence For Faith , Probe Books, Dallas 1991, Page 23  

8 Schema  -  an underlying organisational pattern or structure; conc eptual framework.  

9 TOTC ï page 83  
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Savonarola says that we need to take a similar holistic approach in Apologetics.  

In the same way, we cannot fully understand the power, wisdom, and goodness 

of Christ by con templating one of His works in isolation. We must bring to mind 

all the wonders that He has achieved. A s we do, we shall be forced to 

acknowledge His divinity, not based on one isolated point, but built on the 

foundation of many reasons. Even if we are not convinced by one of His miracles 

or teachings in isolation, we cannot (unless we are obstinate) fail t o be persuaded 

when we consider His works and teaching collectively. 10  

 

The importance of his motif of the Triumph of the Cross as the foundation for  

the schema  

The second illustration of his schema is the central motif of the whole work. It is the 

image o f Christ seated in triumph in his chariot and all those affected by his works are 

surrounding him. Some are glorified and share the benefit of his triumph; others are his 

enemies and false philosophies, which are displayed as vanquished. The purpose of thi s 

motif is to establish the wholeness and harmony of all the works of Christ and the 

Apologetic evidence they provide.  

Although it may be possible to grasp the mutual de pendence of all the marvels of 

nature, it is not so easy to grasp the relationship bet ween all the works of Christ, 

at once. I have therefore decided to present them using the image of a Triumphal 

Chariot. This image should be comprehensible, even to the least intellectual. 11  

 

Many of those who have valued this work have failed to recognise t he importance of the 

motif, which Savonarola asks us to hold constantly in mind. Perhaps this may be due to 

the fact that after establishing the motif, he only makes two direct references to it in the 

rest of the book. But the way in which he very thorough ly establishes the motif should 

alert us to its importance.  

This Chariot, which we have described, symbolises a new world, from which shall 

spring a new philosophy. The triumphal image of the Chariot recognises that the 

First Cause (the Holy Trinity) is in visible and made known to us by what is 

visible. 12  

 

2  Proposition ï Savonarolaôs Apologetic Schema and Analysis of 

Worldviews are the key to effective 21 st  Century Apologetics.  

I have several propositions that I wish to assert and hope to establish. Most of t hem are 

supporting propositions for the one major assertion that forms the heart of this thesis. 

My major proposition is that Savonarola is the forgotten Father of Apologetics and that 

recovery of his Apologetic schema and analysis of Worldviews are the ke y to effective 

21 st  Century Apologetics.  

I propose to establish -  

                                            
10  ibid  

11  TOTC ï page 83  

12  TOTC ï pages 83 -84  
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a.  that Savonarola is a key óFatherô of Apologetics and that his Apologetic 

teaching is original, profound and relevant.  

b.  that he is a óForgottenô Father of Apologetics and that his relevance has been 

óforgottenô in the English-speaking world of the 21 st  Century.  

c.  that his approach to Scripture, philosophy and logic are relevant and valid 

today.  

d.  that he provides one of the clearest and most powerful definitions of the 

Apologetic Purpose  

e.  that his  Apologetic Premises are still valid and sometimes original.  

f.  that his argument is integrated and holistic ï not based on isolated proofs.  

g.  that his Apologetic deals with the loss of nerve in current Apologetics.       

h.  that he has provided the clearest under standing of the Apologetic task, the 

reasons for undertaking that task, the method of approaching that task and 

the place of that task within the grace of God.  

i.  that his Apologetic deals with the weaknesses and blunders in current 

Apologetics  

j.  that his Apol ogetic avoids proving an intelligent designer, unrelated to the 

God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.  

k.  that he avoids giving us a Christian apologetic in a way that avoids all 

association with the worldôs criticism of the Church and Christians.  

l.  that his  soteriology avoids the relativism of a pluralistic and blunted gospel.  

m.  that his Analysis of Worldviews is the key to effective 21st Century 

Apologetics.  

n.  that his schema is not one among several apologetic tools -  but the key to 

unifying them all.  

o.  that it is most important that his teaching should be recovered and promoted 

for the benefit of the Christian community in the 21st Century .  

 

 

3  Girolamo Savonarola ï his Context, Culture and Influences  

 

The Renaissance In Florence  

It was the best of times, it was th e worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it 

was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of 

incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was the 

spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we h ad everything before us, we had 

nothing before us, we were all going direct to heaven, we were all going direct 

the other way.  

A Tale of Two Cities, Charles Dickens,  (1812 -  1870)  

Charles Dickens was writing of another era, but his words vividly capture the atmosphere 

in Savonarolaôs 15th  Century Florence. Truly it was the best of times and the worst of 
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times .  The contrasts were stark.  

This was the age of Renaissance. A time of great self - confidence and pride in human 

achievement.  It was the beginning o f Humanism, with man as the centre of the universe 

and the measure of all things. This freedom of thought and rejection of religious 

scholasticism began what would become the dominant thought form for the whole world 

in the 21st Century. 13  

There was an exp losion of ideas and information. Gutenberg had printed his first Bible, 

Caxton had printed Canterbury Tales,  Erasmus, Da Vinci, Michelangelo and Thomas More 

were contemporaries. In 1492 Columbus had discovered the New World. Spain 

conquered Granada, ending  the kingdom of the Islamic Moors. While in the east the 

Islamic Turkish forces drove the Christians from Constantinople. Among them were 

Greek scholars seeking refuge in the west. They were enthusiastically welcomed in 

Florence where there was a ready app etite for their doctrines and teaching. There was a 

great enthusiasm for collecting ancient artefacts and manuscripts as the Renaissance 

principles were developed from the classical culture of ancient Greece and Rome.  

Change was happening on a world scale , but the real hub of cultural and philosophical 

development was concentrated in just a few streets and a couple of piazzas in the small 

city of Florence. A compact Italian fortified city in the valley of the River Arno.  

 

 The Best Of Times  

Politically Flor ence was powerful and had become the centre for trade and banking for 

the whole of Europe. Kings, Princes, and Popes deposited their wealth there. At the end 

of the 14th Century, Giovanni de Medici was the foremost banker and with the generous 

use of his w ealth he gained many friends. When his son Cosimo, succeeded him, he was 

unopposed as he began to exercise supreme power; ruling as prince in the city. Under 

the patronage of the Medici family the Arts, philosophy and political ideas were fostered 

and flou rished.  

Educationally there was great growth in literacy and the city bore the air of a vast 

school. Crowds would gather for lectures, academies and universities flourished, and the 

introduction of printing enabled new libraries to be established. Many kne w Latin and 

Greek and were able to find pleasure in discussing the finer points of philosophy.  

The availability of books and manuscripts and the interest in languages led to the 

development of textual criticism. The scholar Lorenzo Valla demonstrated the falsity of 

the Donation of Constantine . This forged document from the 8th Century was supposed 

to be a contract of Emperor Constantine I, gifting temporal power in Italy to the Papacy. 

Valla also showed that the Vulgate version of the Bible had significant  mistranslations of 

the Greek and Hebrew.  

There was great pride in the fact that the distinguished writers Dante Alighieri and 

Petrarch were from Florence and many made great efforts to continue their literary 

                                            
13  Professor A. G. Dickens, who was director of the Institute of Historical Research of London 
University, wrote a compelling little study of óMartin Luther and the Reformationô, English 
Universities Press, London 1970 .  He said that a main purpose of his writing was to reveal 
something of the amazing diversity and depth of the changes sweeping Europe from Florence at 
the moment when the culture was beginning effectively to expan d and reshape the destiny of the 

whole human race.   
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tradition ï producing poems and philosophical  books in Latin and Greek.  

 

Cosimo de  Medici  (1389 -1464) ,  contributed to the building of the Monastery of St. 

Mark and was able to endow it with a valuable library, which  became the first pu blic 

library in Italy and drew many scholars to the city to make  use of the facility. 14   

Architecturally there was a building boom of stately churches, magnificent palaces, and 

elegant buildings. These were adorned with the sculptures and paintings of great artists 

ï such as Donatello, Ghiberti, Brunelleschi, Botticelli , Leonardo da Vinci and 

Michelangelo.  It was then, too, that the development of oil painting marked a new 

period in the history of art. Previously the artistic forms had been stylised and fixed but 

now there was a move to realism and the natural represent ation of nature. It was in 

Florence that the whole theory of perspective was worked out. The themes were often 

based on ancient Greek fables and histories. Because of the interest in man  as opposed 

to religious themes, there was a beginning of portrait pai nting where the representation 

aimed for a true likeness.  

 

 The Worst Of Times  

Savonarola records how he took a walk through the streets with the artist Michelangelo. 

He commented that drugs and aphrodisiac concoctions were openly on sale. Gambling 

and pros titution were patronised by the nobility. The Church was corrupt and 

superstition replaced faith. He regarded Florence as another Sodom and Gomorrah and 

of Lorenzo de Medici as an enemy of Christ.  

Lorenzo de Medici (1449 -1492)   was the sole ruler of Flore nce when Savonarola arrived 

in the city. He was known as óLorenzo the Magnificentô and the most brilliant of the 

Medici family. A man of fine intellect and literary skill with excellent artistic taste. He was 

patron of many artists, architects and scholars . Two who particularly benefited from his 

support were the artist Michelangelo and Marsilio Ficino, the professor of the great 

Platonic Academy, (which had been founded by Cosimo de Medici).   

He enriched Florence with public works and buildings. His outwa rd manners appeared 

kind and refined. But he was a cruel tyrant who put to death eminent citizens for his own 

political advantage. He robbed the poor and the charities set up to care for the poor. He 

drove both young men and women into prostitution and he swindled the cityôs treasury.  

But he was not the sole author of the evil in the city ï there was sickness in the society 

and in the Church.  

 

There were extremes of poverty and wealth.  Wealth was a major cause of the 

corruption at the heart of the Church a nd state. In 1471 Sixtus IV was elected Pope after 

buying the votes he needed and used his wealth to fund his immoral lifestyle. In 

contrast, the poor were oppressed and loans at rates of 32.5% with compound interest 

were standard practice under the Medici s. The  grinding poverty led to famine and made 

the city a breeding ground for the Black Death, plague.  

 

Corrupt Church. The Church was corrupt in belief and behaviour. Savonarola described 

                                            
14  Villari ï Book 1 Ch 2.  
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the situation with passion and heartbreak -   

In these days, prelat es and preachers are chained to the earth by the love of 

earthly things. The care of souls is no longer their concern. They are content with 

the receipt of revenue. The preachers preach to please princes and to be praised 

by them. They have done worse. The y have not only destroyed the Church of 

God. They have built up a new Church after their own pattern. O Lord! Arise, and 

come to deliver your Church from the hands of devils, from the hands of tyrants, 

from the hands of iniquitous prelates. 15  

 

The Church was  syncrestic, with fables and the writings of philosophers given equal 

place with Scripture. Pagan gods and philosophers were worshipped and on one 

occasion, the visit of the Pope was celebrated by erecting statues of heathen deities. 

Plato was regarded as a prophet and astrology was used to determine Godôs will. 

 

Corrupt Gospel. The Church had corrupted the gospel by its pluralism. It had denied 

that Christ was the only hope of salvation and said that salvation could also be found in 

the teachings of Plato and other religions. Those who chose to seek salvation in the 

Christian faith were told that it depended on good works, earning merit and buying 

indulgences. There was a loss of confidence in the Bible and so it was hardly used in 

preaching or private devo tions.  

 

Violence. Life was cheap and rivals were simply killed by hired assassins. Children had 

little sense of óright and wrongô and one favourite game was really a form of gang 

warfare. This involved throwing stones and missiles at each other until one s ide was 

unable to continue because of death or injury. State violence was directed at political 

opponents and anyone considered a threat. This was the time of the Inquisition  when the 

most horrific forms of torture were developed and given approval by the Papacy. Some 

of these techniques would be used on Savonarola.  

 

Sexual Immorality. The city was known for the excesses of prostitution and the 

sacrilege of sex with nuns. But particularly Florence was notorious for homosexual 

promiscuity ï a reputation simi lar to that of Corinth in New Testament times. Sodomy 

was not restricted to one section of society, but was a regular part of social life. It was 

not regarded as ódeviantô behaviour but a common part of male experience, that had 

widespread social ramificat ions. The sexual renown of Florentine males was so well 

known even north of the Alps that in contemporary Germany óto sodomizeô was popularly 

dubbed florenzen  and a ósodomiteô, a Florenzer . 16  

Remarkably, for the first time in Florence -  perhaps the first t ime in Christian 

Europe -  groups of men, mainly youths, are found defiantly challenging attempts 

to repress sodomy. The armed gangs of lower -class youths ostentatiously showed 

                                            
15  Quoted by Philip Schaff, History of the Christian Church. VI ,  Page. 688  

16  Michael Rocke, Forbidden Friendships: Homosexuality and Male Culture in Renaissance 
Florence , Oxfor d University Press. 1996. Page 3  
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off their boyfriends around the city. 17  

 

Savonarola set up patrols to prevent gan g rapes taking place in the streets and he said 

that ógood government is punishing the evil ones and getting sodomites and the wicked 

out of your cityô. After he was arrested and his morality rejected; a government official 

responded ï óThank God, now we c an sodomize! ô 

 

Occult Practices. Astrology, divination and occult practises created an atmosphere of 

fear and superstition. This not only affected personal life and practice but also became 

formalised in the reaching of judgments in the courts, as part of the curriculum in the 

Universities, and in the decision -making and administration of the Church. All nature 

appeared to teem with hidden forces, and mysterious spirits.   

 

Philosophy Undermined Faith .  The philosophy of Florence presented man as the 

centre  of the universe. 18  Visual expression was given to this belief in the commission and 

erection of Michelangeloôs statue of David. This depicts a very tall David immediately 

before taking on the challenge of Goliath. He is naked because he represents all of 

m ankind and not just one man or one period of history. He is beautiful in his own right 

and his dignity is increased by the confident way in which he can take on all challenges. 

He has no weapons or armour because his resources are all within.   

This teachi ng presented both a distorted estimation of man and a debasing of the person 

and position of God. The Scriptures were viewed as interesting ancient documents to be 

held alongside those of ancient Greece and Rome. Jesus was seen as a prophet and 

teacher wit h Plato and Aristotle as his equals.  The text of the Scriptures was viewed as 

unreliable and its teaching on public and private morality was disregarded. Rather than 

seeking to counter these ideas, the Church accepted and promoted them as the fount of 

wis dom.  

 

Fear of Islam.  In the latter half of the 15th Century the Muslim community had been 

driven out of Spain.  Its members included many Arab scholars who had preserved the 

science and philosophy of ancient Greece.  Their teaching had been readily receive d in 

Florence while their political influence was viewed with great suspicion.  The Christian 

West continued to hold ambitions of a great crusade, which would free the holy places of 

Palestine from Muslim domination.  But these had met with little success and instead of 

reclaiming territory; the Turks had driven Christianity from its ancient capital of 

Constantinople.  Many of the Greek scholars from this city were welcomed as refugees in 

Florence.  

The fear involved both anxiety about the political intentio ns of Islam and an uncertainty 

about the unique claims of Christianity in the face of the rapid spread of a rival faith.  

 

Savonarola ï His Birth and Background  

                                            
17   ibid  -   Page 195  

18  Thomas M. Lindsay, A History of the Reformation. Volume: 1 , T & T Clark. Edinburgh. 1907. 
Page 158  
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Girolamo Savonarola was born on September 21st 1452. His grandfather Michele, was 

physician to t he court of the Duke of Ferrara and Girolamo, who was the third of seven 

children, also planned to study medicine. Up to the start of his medical training, his basic 

education centred on the works of St. Thomas Aquinas, the Arabic commentaries on 

Aristotle , and the Bible.  Michele was very fond of Girolamo and personally undertook his 

education. By the age of ten he was able to write Latin fluently. 19  But his grandfather 

believed that the one subject that really mattered was the study of the Sacred 

Scripture s. It is possible that by the age of twenty Girolamo had memorised most of the 

Bible in Latin. 20  

 

Savonarola ï His Lifestory  1452 - 1498  

In his early twenties, his own spiritual renewal (possibly through a printed sermon of 

Augustine) produced a growing sense  of concern at the state of the Church. This drove 

him to give up medicine and enter the Dominican Monastery in Bologna in 1475. His 

devotion to God became the central focus of his life and he nearly always ended his 

prayers with the words : óLord, make known to me the path my soul should tread.ô 21   He 

felt the answer to this question involved a commitment to the monastic life and his early 

admiration for the teaching of St Thomas Aquinas drew him particularly to the Dominican 

order.  

Professor Jill Raitt, o f the University of Chicago, specialised in the Middle Ages and 

Reformation, and identifies the academic engagement of the Dominicans -   

As the order became more involved in the universities, it inevitably became 

involved in a more intellectual apostolate.  One of the needs of the time was for a 

serious attempt to cope theologically with the new, Aristotelian learning which 

posed a serious threat to orthodoxy. Thomas Aquinas in particular helped to 

disentangle the genuine teaching of Aristotle and to show ho w it could be made 

to serve orthodox theology. Later on there was a similar problem with the new 

humanism of the Italian Renaissance, and once again Dominicans were 

prominently involved. 22  

 

Called to Florence 1481. After six years he was sent to St. Markôs Monastery in 

Florence. Here he taught theology; philosophical and moral science; and above all, the 

study of the Scriptures with the help of Greek, Hebrew, Aramaic and Turkish languages. 

These languages were also taught with the hope that one day the Lord  would send him 

and his brethren to preach the gospel to the Turks. 23  

It was in Florence that his preaching ministry began, when he was invited to give the 

Lenten sermons in St Lorenzo. He based all his sermons on Bible texts at a time when 

few Florentines read the Bible at all, since finding its Latin incorrect, they were afraid of 

                                            
19  Paassen  ï page 3.  

20  Paassen  ï page 13  

21  Villari  ï Book 1 Ch. 1  

22  Jill Raitt, contributor,  Bernard Mc Ginn and John Meyendorff, editors,  Christian Spirituality: 
High Middle Ages and Reformation : Crossroad Publishing. New York. 1988  

23  Villari  ï Book 1 Ch 10. Note that Savonarola often disclosed information about the studies at the 
monastery, in references m ade in his sermons.  
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being corrupted by its teaching. Though his youthful hearers listened with great respect, 

his style was so different to the eloquence of the other preachers in the city, that the y 

rejected him.  

In contrast, the Augustinian monk, Fra Mariano da Genazzano, was preaching to crowds 

in the city and the Medici held him in high esteem. His sermons were regarded as the 

finest oratory and based in the philosophy of the Platonic Academy. H e rarely referred to 

Scripture but delighted in quoting Plato and Aristotle. To prevent any possibility of 

tedium he told many stories and moved his hearers to frequent laughter with his many 

jokes.  

In 1484 Savonarola was sent by his community to the area of San Gimignano and then 

on to Genoa. In these places he was again called on to preach and had time to develop 

his homiletic skills. The same year (1484) Pope Sixtus IV died and many hoped that the 

next Pope would bring reformation and renewal to the Chur ch. But the result of the 

election destroyed their hopes.  It was obvious that the new Pope Innocent VIII had 

gained power by using his wealth to bribe and cajole. As he began his Papal rule his 

immorality and godlessness were of a worse degree than that o f Sixtus IV. He openly 

announced that his sons were to be regarded as princes. In 1487 he married his eldest 

son to the daughter of Lorenzo de Medici, who in return had his thirteen -year -old son 

Giovanni, made a cardinal. (He was later to be Pope Leo X). S o Rome deepened its 

reputation as a seat of scandal and sin.  

Savonarolaôs reputation as a great preacher reached the city and in 1489 Lorenzo 

requested the Community to have him returned to Florence. On his return he began by 

expounding the book of Revelat ion and gradually the form of presentation changed into 

passionate sermons. Because of growing numbers he was asked to move into the church 

and preach from the pulpit, so that he could be heard more clearly.  On Sunday 1st 

August 1489, the church of St. Ma rk was filled with people who were in awe of his 

intellectual brilliance and passion, but also said that his voice had supernatural power 

and penetration. He was hailed a success and the whole city talked of him so that even 

the members of the Platonic Aca demy wanted to discuss his message. 24  

     

He preaches in the Cathedral and resists the Medici 1491.  Soon the church could 

no longer hold the crowds and in Lent of 1491, Savonarola transferred to preach in 

Santa Maria del Fiore, the Cathedral (Duomo) where  the number of listeners increased. 

His preaching became more passionate and included prophetic announcements about the 

future of the city and strong criticism of the Medici government and the sin of the city.  

This obviously roused the hostility of Lorenz o de Medici, and his friends. As Savonarola 

became aware of the rising tension he thought for a time that he should confine his 

preaching to personal faith, and not mention political issues or the need for Church 

reform. But he found himself compelled to p reach what was in his heart and his despair 

over the corruption in the Church and in the city.  

I sought no longer to speak in your name, O Lord; but you have overpowered 

me, and conquered me. Your word has become like a fire within me, consuming 

the very m arrow of my bones. Therefore, am I derided and despised by the 

                                            
24  His sermons were always published in Italian; but when he wrote them out for printing, he 

found it easier to outline them in Latin. All the marginal notes in his Bibles are in Latin, and he 
always preferred that language when writing .  
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people. But I have faith in the Lord; He gives me daily greater courage and 

perseverance, and I preach the regeneration of the Church, taking the Scriptures 

as my sole guide. Be of good cheer a nd return quickly, that I may tell you the 

marvellous deeds of the Lord.ô25  

In these days there is no grace, no gift of the Holy Spirit that may not be bought 

and sold. On the other hand, the poor are oppressed by grievous burdens, and 

when they are called to pay sums beyond their means, the rich cry unto them, 

óGive me the restô.26  

 

Everyone knew that he was referring to Lorenzo and they were aware that their ruler 

had corrupted the magistrates and raided both public and private funds. Because of 

Savonarolaôs courage in voicing what everyone felt, he became their hero and in July 

1491 he was elected Prior of St. Markôs. This position gave him greater responsibility and 

prominence.  It also gave him greater freedom, which he exercised in a manner that 

heightene d the tension with Lorenzo.  

Lorenzo sent five of the leading citizens of Florence to insist that the Prior change his 

behaviour and the content of his preaching, even hinting that he might be sent into 

exile. Savonarola's response was a prophecy that great  changes would occur and that 

the Pope, the King of Naples, and Lorenzo were all close to death. 27  

This was now becoming a power struggle with the Prior gaining increasing influence.  So 

Lorenzo instructed Fra Mariano da Genazzano to preach a sermon denounc ing the 

prophecies and the person of Savonarola. Mariano took up this challenge with 

enthusiasm.  He was bitterly annoyed that the man from St Markôs had usurped his 

supreme position as the leading preacher of Florence.  

A great crowd was present along with  Lorenzo and the leading citizens who were 

expecting to witness a crushing diatribe against the Prior of St Mark's. Unfortunately, 

Mariano became overexcited and made many accusations against Savonarola, which his 

hearers instinctively knew were untrue.  H e made matters worse by making his claims 

using vile and disgusting language so that his hearers were repelled.  This meant that in 

one sermon, his reputation of many years was destroyed.  

Lorenzo felt very humiliated and Mariano was angry and vowed that he  would have 

vengeance on Savonarola and did finally succeed by becoming one of the principal 

agents of his arrest and death.   

 

Made Vicar General of Dominicans 1492 . Within the year the prophecy concerning 

Lorenzoôs death and the death of the Pope was fulfilled. On 11 August 1492 a new Pope 

was elected. A Spaniard, Rodrigo Borgia, who took the name Alexander VI. He too 

gained power by bribery and corruption. While he was a cardinal he had fathered 

several children by different mistresses. As Pope he contin ued in the same lifestyle.  

At one point, when Alexander VI was absent from Rome (1501), he remarkably 

                                            
25  Villari  ï Book 1 Ch   10.  

26  ibid . 

27  Villari  ï Book 1 Ch 8  
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left his daughter Lucretia in charge of the Holy See. 28  

 

This same year Savonarola was appointed the Vicar General of the order of Dominicans 

and for the next three years his influence grew steadily; until by mid 1495 he virtually 

ruled the city from his pulpit. 29  

 

He predicts the coming of the French, during Lent 1494. Savonarola continued to 

grieve over the godless state of the Church and its clergy.  (It is worth quoting him to 

sense the passion as well as the rhetoric.) He said,  

They tickle menôs ears with talk of Aristotle and Plato, Virgil and Petrarch, and 

take no concern in the salvation of souls. Why, instead of expounding so many 

books, do they not expound the one Book in which is the law and spirit of life! 

The Gospel, O Christians, you should ever have with you; not merely the letter, 

but the spirit of the Gospel. They preach chastity, and maintain concubines; they 

prescribe fasting, and feast sple ndidly the m selves.   

See, how in these days prelates and preachers are chained to the earth by love of 

earthly things; the care of souls is no longer their concern; they are content with 

the receipt of revenue; the preachers preach for the pleasure of princ es, to be 

praised and magnified by them . . . . And they have done even worse than this, 

inasmuch as they have not only destroyed the Church of God, but built up 

another after their own fas hion. This is the new Church, no longer built of living 

rock, namel y, of Christians steadfast in the living faith and in the mould of love; 

but built of sticks, namely, of Christians dry as tinder for the fires of hell.  And 

there is no prelate, nor great lord that has not i ntimate dealings with some 

astrologer, who fixes  the hour and the moment in which he is to ride out or 

undertake some piece of business. For these great lords undertake no venture 

without the guidance of their  astrologer .  

Our Church has many fine outer ceremonies for the solemnization of ecclesiastical  

rites, grand vestments and numerous draperies, with gold and silver candlesticks, 

and so many chalices that it is a majestic sight to behold. Men feed upon these 

vanities and rejoice in these pomps, and say that the Church of Christ was never 

so flourishi ng, nor divine worship so well conducted as at present . . . . also, that 

the first prelates were inferior to these of our own times . . . . But do you know 

what I would tell you? In the primitive Church the chalices were of wood, the 

prelates of gold; in these days the Church has chalices of gold and prelates of 

wood.  30   

These have introduced devilish games among us; they have no belief in God, and 

jeer at the mysteries of our faith! What are you doing, O Lord? Why do you 

slumber? Arise, and come to delive r your Church from the hands of the devils, 

from the hands of tyrants, the hands of iniquitous prelates. Have you forsaken 

your Church? Do you not love her? Is she not dear to you? O Lord God, You have 

                                            
28  F. Donald Logan,  A History of the Church in the Middle Ages , Routledge Press. London. 
2002. Page 352.  

29  The New Catholic Encyclopaedia , Catholic University of America, Washington DC, 1967  

30  Quoted by Philip Schaff in  History of the Christian Church. VI , p. 688  



 Girolamo Savonarola ð The Forgotten Father of Apologetics   
 

 
 

20 
 

 

dealt with us as a wrathful father, You have cast us o ut from your presence! 

Hasten then the chastisement and the scourge, that it may be quickly granted to 

us to return to you.  

Be not scandalized, O my brethren, by these words; rather, when you see that 

the righteous desire chastisement, know that it is b ecause they seek to banish 

evil, so that the kingdom of our Blessed Lord, Jesus Christ, may flourish in the 

world. The only hope that now remains to us is that the sword of God may soon 

smite the earth.ô31   

 

His answer to the sins of the city, state and church  leadership, was a removal of the 

corrupt leaders and a chastisement from God, which would bring pain and suffering; 

causing all to be driven to repentance. Prophetically, in Lent 1494, he pronounced that 

the servant God would use, like a latter day Cyrus,  would be the French king Charles 

VIII, and his multinational army which was moving through Europe and challenging the 

lands controlled by the Pope and deposing the local princes in their city states.  

His preaching shared the same apocalyptic themes of com ing crisis, judgment and the 

need to repent, as seen in previous generations. But as Bernard McGinn 32  points out ï  

Perhaps the most distinctive characteristic of the pessimistic role of late medieval 

apocalyptic thought was its obsession with the state of the Church. Corruption in 

head and members of Christ's Mystical Body was the most evident sign that evil 

was mounting to a point of culmination. 33  

 

Arrival of Charles VIII and rout of the Medici 1494. Piero de Medici had succeeded 

Lorenzo and had ruled for two years when the threat from the French reached a crisis 

point. The French had sent envoys and discovered that though the princes of the city 

states were opposed to Charles VIII, the people viewed his coming very favourably. In 

Florence, Savonarola, gave  an invitation from the pulpit, to the new Cyrus to come and 

take over the city. In November 1494, the people were stunned to find that Piero de 

Medici had fled and placed the city at the mercy of Charles VIII.  

This meant that the people could now take co ntrol of their own city, but they did not 

know whom to trust and had no leader. Fortunately they instinctively gathered at the 

Duomo where Savonarola was due to preach. The crowd was so closely packed that 

there was no room to move. All looked to the only man with any influence and integrity. 

Carefully Savonarola bent forward in the pulpit and avoided all reference to politics and 

proclaimed the law of peace, charity and union. He also went on to say that his 

prophecies were being fulfilled and that this wa s the Lordôs doing. Their response needed 

                                            
31Sermon xxiii. pp. 578 -579, Prediche sul Salmo Quam bonus : Prato, Guasti, 1846. p. 237. 
These sermons were reported verbatim. After their delivery in the Duomo, Savonarola wrote them 

out in Latin in a som ewhat abbreviated form, as may be ascertained from the holograph codex at 
St. Markôs. They were afterwards translated and published in an amended form by Girolamo 
Giannotti during the sixteenth ce ntury. Quoted by Villari  ï Book 1 Ch 10 . 

32  Emeritus Professor of Theology, Chicago University and world authority of medieval mysticism.  

33  Bernard McGinn, Apocalyptic Spirituality: Treatises and Letters of Lactantius, Adso of 
Montier - En - Der, Joachim of Fiore, the Franciscan Spirituals , Savonaro la , Paulist Press. New 

York.1979. Page 184.  
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to be repentance and unity.  

My people, what desire has ever been mine but to see you saved, to see you 

united?ô óRepent for the kingdom of heaven is at hand!ô But I have said this so 

many times, I have cried to yo u so many times; I have wept for you, O Florence, 

so many times, that it should be enough. To You I turn, O Lord, to You, who did 

die for love of us and for our sins: forgive, O Lord, forgive the Florentine people, 

that we might be Your people. 34  

 

Knowing th at the King was coming, the city sent out envoys to try to settle terms with 

him. But they were not well received. Then Savonarola made a visit out to the French 

camp and requested to see him. Having been welcomed into the Kingôs presence he 

spoke directly .  

O most Christian king, you are an instrument in the hand of the Lord, who sends 

you to relieve the woes of Italy, as for many years I have for etold; and He sends 

you to reform the Church, which now lies prostrate in the dust. But if you are not 

just and  merciful; if you should fail to respect the city of Florence, its women, its 

citizens, and its liberty; if you should forget the task the Lord has sent you to 

perform, then He will choose another to fulfil it; His hand shall smite you, and 

cha stise you wi th terrible scourges. These things I say to you in the name of the 

Lord. 35   

 

The King held the Prior in high esteem, as the one who had identified him as the servant 

of God and predicted his victories. It was for this reason that Charles VIII treated the 

cit y of Florence with more deference when he did arrive.  

Savonarola returned with the news that the King was coming and that he was to be 

received with honour and that in return he would treat the people honourably. On 

hearing this, the people began great pre parations at the Medici pa lace36   for the reception 

of the King.  

On 17 November, the king made his state entry through the streets which were co vered 

with awnings and draped with hangings and tapestries. The description of the Kingôs 

triumphal entry hinted  at the motif which Savonarola would use in his Triumph of the 

Cross . All eyes were on the King, surrounded by the powerful multi -national army. He 

wore black velvet with a mantle of gold brocade and rode on a beautiful horse; entering 

the city with his la nce held out as a sign of victory. At his side were two Cardinals, 

followed by the royal body -guard of 100 French bowmen, and then 200 French knights 

marc hing on foot. Behind them were the Swiss infantry, the French cavalry and the 

Scottish archers. It was  estimated that this mercenary army numbered about 12,000.  

The procession crossed the Ponte Vecchio (Old Bridge) and made its way to the 

Cathedral via the Piazza.  The King entered the Duomo and was greeted by leaders of 

the city. After some prayers they e scorted him to the Medici Palace. That night and the 

following day were filled with feasting and music ï even before any terms for a treaty 

                                            
34  Villari  ï Book 2 Ch 2.  

35  Villari  ï Book 2 Ch 2  

36  Now known as the Riccardi Palace in Via Cavour  
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had been negotiated.  

In the rush of events Savonarola was recognised by all as a true prophet because of all 

that ha d occurred. He had the attention of the King and the confidence of the city so it 

was natural that he should be the one looked to for counsel and direction regarding the 

future.  

 

The Republic established 1495,  The terms agreed with the King gave freedom t o the 

citizens of Florence in return for their loyalty to the French regime and payment of taxes. 

But the people did not know how to handle this freedom, so they looked to Savonarola 

for guidance. He was reluctant to get involved in politics but as he cont inued to preach 

the gospel, he also began to proclaim that the Lord would renew all things and then use 

Florence as the instrument of renewal in all Italy.  

O pe ople of Florence, you shall begin the reformation of all Italy, and spread your 

wings over the earth to bear reform to all nations. Remember that the  Lord has 

given plain signs that it is His purpose to renew all things, and that you are the 

people chosen to begin this great enterprise, provided that you follow the 

commands of Him who calls and invi tes you to r eturn to the spiritual life. 37  

 

On 12th December 1494 he decided to address the political issues. He explained that the 

best government was, to be ruled by a single good monarch. But it was also the worst 

form of government if the single ruler we re a bad monarch. The other options were 

aristocracy or democracy and he suggested that democracy would suit the nature of the 

Florentines, if they acknowledged Christ as the supreme ruler. 38  The Scriptures were to 

be its book of laws, and love for God and neighbour would make them strong. He 

proposed a Greater Council of 3,200 citizens, which would be divided into three sections 

with each ruling for six months. This was found to be too complex and so the number 

was reduced to eighty men over the age of fort y.  

Savonarola did not enter into pol itics of his own choice, but only when impelled by the 

irresistible force of events. He was not a member of the Council but he ruled and 

exercised influence through his preaching in the Duomo. Within one year the freedom  of 

Florence was e stablished and a Republic formed, taxation was reformed, justice 

re -organized, and the Greater Council was instituted. All this had been accomplished, 

without a sword being drawn or any blood shed.  

This Friar made no harangues in the str eets, had no seat in the Councils of the 

State, yet he was the soul of the whole people, and the chief author of every law 

of the new government. In all the laws subs equent to the revolution of 1494, the 

influence of the democratic monk is clearly to be tr aced in every word and 

detail. 39  

 

                                            
37  Villari  ï Book 2 Ch 4.  

38  In the course of his last sermon on Ha ggai he announced that it was the Lordôs will to give a 
new head to the city of Flo rence; and after keeping his audience long in suspense, finally declared 

óThis new head is Jesus Christ; He seeks to become your King!ô Villari  ï Book 2 Ch 5  

39  Villari  ï Book 2 Ch 5.  
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There was a new spirit in the city. High fashion was exchanged for modest dress. 

Gambling, drugs and sexual excesses were curtailed and the main occupation of leisure 

time was reading the Scriptures or the printed sermons of  the Prior. Prayer became a 

central feature of life and people flocked to the churches. The poor were cared for and 

trade was conducted with honesty. People from outside of the city travelled in to hear 

the Prior preach in the Duomo. At times even this vas t Cathedral could not hold all who 

wanted to listen. But the most significant thing was that they did not just hear the Word 

ï they responded and hundreds were converted.  

 

He is summoned to Rome and resists the Medici 1495 ï 1496.  Piero de Medici had 

fled  to Rome where he persuaded Pope Alexander to help him to re -establish his rule. 

The Pope readily agreed to support him because he wanted to punish the city for its 

loyalty to France. But his real aim was the total destruction of the Republic and the 

tempo rary rei nstatement of the Medici, as a means to making his own son the ruler.  

In Florence the Franciscan Community was filled with jealousy and hated the popularity 

of the Prior. They accused him of meddling in politics, which they said was not proper for 

a man of God. Savonarola silenced them by citing the example of Moses and the 

prophets of the Old Testament. Their hatred continued and became one of the principal 

causes of Savonarola's eventual death.  

He had other enemies who were offended by his preach ing and power. The most bitter 

and vocal were the upper class youth who gained the name of the Arrabiati (the Furies). 

They were joined by the old friends of the Medici, who were called the Compagnacci.   

Knowing that there was gro wing ill feeling against him in Rome, Savonarola had kept the 

tone of his criticism quieter. But those who were against him began to circulate letters 

early in 1495, which accused the Prior of hatred of the Medici and the Pope. Pope 

Alexanderôs anger was stirred and further inflam ed by accusations brought to him by 

Savonarolaôs worst enemy, Mariano da Genazzano, who always spoke of the Prior as óThe 

Devilôs Instrument .ô  

The Popeôs response was to send a Brief (official letter) to Savonarola on 25th July 1495.  

It was couched in mi ld terms, but its invitation to visit Rome was seen by many as a trap 

to have the Prior killed once he left the safety of Florence. He wrote ï  

To our well -beloved son, greeting and the apostolic benediction. We have heard 

that of all the workers in the Lo rdôs vineyard, you are the most zealous; at which 

we deeply r ejoice, and give thanks to the Almighty God. We have likewise heard 

that you assert that your predictions of the future proceed not from you but from 

God; wherefore we d esire, as behoves our past oral office, to have conversation 

with you concerning these things; so that being better informed by you, of Godôs 

will, we may be better able to fulfil it. Wher efore, by your vow of holy obedience, 

we instruct you to attend on us here without delay, and w e shall welcome you 

with loving -kindness. 40  

 

All knew the evil nature of the Pope and were aware of the plots of the Arrabiati, who 

had already tried to kill Savo narola, so no one was deceived by the letter. If the Pope did 

not kill him on his way then he wo uld probably hold the Prior as a prisoner. So 
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Savonarolaôs friends warned him that there was danger for him if he went and also 

danger for the city if he were absent.  

It was a dilemma requiring Savonarola to either disobey the Popeôs mandate, or risk his 

life at the hands of the Pope or the Arrabiati. Savonarola quickly replied on 31 July and I 

quote part of his response.  

Most Blessed Father! The Holy Father chooses to summon to him, his humble 

servant. But I am barely recovered from a very serious malady , which has forced 

me to suspend both preaching and study, and still threatens my life. There are 

many adversaries, both within and outside the city, who, having sought to 

enslave it, and having been confounded instead, now seek my blood, and have 

frequent ly a t tempted to take my life by steel and poison. 41  Wherefore I could not 

depart wit hout manifest risk, nor can I even walk through the city without an 

armed e scort. And should your Holiness desire greater certainty on the matters 

publicly foretold by me co ncerning the chastisement of Italy and the renov ation of 

the Church, you will find them set forth in a book of mine that is now being made 

public. 42  Accordingly, I beseech your Holiness to graciously accept my very true 

and plain excuses, and to believe tha t it is my ardent d esire to come to Rome, as 

soon as possible. 43  

 

The Pope replied informally saying that his excuse was accepted. But on 8th September, 

he sent an official Brief addressed to the Franciscan Community in Florence, which stated 

that Savonarola  was a ódisseminator of false doctrinesô. The Pope went on to say that he 

had shown great patience t owards him, in the hope that he would repent. Now he 

ordered that the Prior should órefrain from every description of preac hing, whether public 

or privateô. All this was under pain of excommunication. 44   

Savonarola was now in a difficult position because he did not want to rebel against the 

Pope. But neither did he want the Republic to be crushed by the growing conspiracies 

and the removal of his own leadershi p. He put his feelings into a letter sent to a brother 

Dominican in Rome on 15th September.  

It is known to the entire world that the charges made against me are false, and 

will bring great infamy on those prelates and the whole of Rome. I well know that 

my  accusers have no just cause for attack, for truly they are stoning me for a 

                                            
41  On 24th May  1495, an attempt was made on his life in the Cocomero street  after he had been 

preac hing.  

42  He here alludes to his óCompendium Revelationum .ô 

43  Villari  ï Book 3 Ch 2.  

44  Excommunication is the most severe punishment the Roman Catholic Church can exercise.  It is 
the privation of all rights resulting from the social status of the Christian as such. The 
excommunicated person, it is true, does not cease to be a Christian, since his baptism can never 

be effaced; he can, however, be considered as an exile from C hristian society and as non -existent, 
for a time at least, in the sight of ecclesiastical authority. But such exile can have an end (and the 
Church desires it), as soon as the offender has given suitable satisfaction. Meanwhile, his status 
before the Churc h is that of a stranger. He may not participate in public worship nor receive the 
Body of Christ or any of the sacraments. Moreover, if he be a cleric, he is forbidden to administer a 
sacred rite or to exercise an act of spiritual authority.  New Advent Cat holic Encyclopaedia .  

This is the modern definition of excommunication, but for many in the 15 th  Century it was thought 
to include the loss of eternal salvation.  
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good deed; but I dread them not, neither am I afraid of their power, for the grace 

of God and a pure conscience are enough for me. I know the root of all these 

plots, and know the m to be the work of evil -minded cit izens who would wish to 

re -establish tyranny in Florence, and are in conspiracy with certain Italian 

potentates. All these men seek my death; so I can no longer go abroad without a 

guard of armed men. Nevertheless, if the re is no other way of saving my 

conscience, I am re solved to make submission, so as to avoid even a venial sin. 

For the present I suspend judgment and take no hasty decision, fo llowing the 

example of the Fathers. 45  

 

He also wrote to the Pope saying, óAnd now again I repeat that which I have always said; 

that I submit myself and all my writings to the correction of the Holy R oman Church.ô 

This elicited another Papal Brief on 16th of October that addressed him as if he had 

come to repentance.  

In other letters we have manifested our grief to you, regarding these 

disturbances in Florence, of which your se rmons have been the chief cause; 

forasmuch as instead of preaching against vice and in favour of union, you did 

pr edict the future, the very thing that might giv e birth to discord even among a 

peaceful pe ople, but much more among the Florentines, in whom there be so 

many seeds of discontent and party spirit. These were the reasons for which we 

summoned you to our presence; but now that, by your letters and the te stimony 

of many cardinals, we find you prepared to yield obedience to the Roman Church, 

we do greatly rejoice, feeling a ssured that you have erred rather from too much 

simplicity than from badness of heart. Wherefore we again reply to your letters, 

and in v irtue of your vow of holy obedience command you to abstain from all 

sermons not only in public, but in pr ivate, so that no man may say that after 

preaching in the pulpit you have been reduced to conventicles 46 . And you will 

continue in this course until suc h time as you are able to seek our presence with 

greater safety and with honour ðwhen we will receive you in a joyful and fatherly 

spirit. 47  

 

Because this Brief was a long time in delivery, Savonarola was able to preach three 

times in October, before the ins truction to be silent arrived.  

The Pope could find no fault with the Priorôs teaching and a cardinalôs hat was offered to 

Savonarola on con dition that he would change the tone of his sermons. This offer was 

most unexpected and came at a time of heightened  tension, The Priorôs response was 

great anger because he now had proof that Rome traded in holy things and regarded 

vocations in the Church as items to be sold. óCome to my next sermon, and you shall 

                                            
45  This letter was published by Mons. Perrens, to whom it had been given by Abate Bernardi, who 

had discovered it in a codex of the Marcian Library of Venice (class ix. 4t), with the date 15th of 
September, 1496. But this date was changed by Mons. Perrens to that of 15th of September, 
1495, and Gherardi has proved that he was right in so doing: It is  true that in the old Codex 2053 
of the Riccardi Library (sheet cxvi°) the letter is dated 1496; but there is an added note to the 
effect that the letter should be placed directly after the Brief of the 8th of September, 1495, and 
that its original date of  1495 had been afterwards erroneously a ltered to 1496.  

46  Illegal religious meetings  

47  Villari  ï Book 3 Ch 2.  
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hear my reply to Rome ô was his reply to the messenger.   

On 17th February, 1496, Savonarola rea ppeared in the pulpit to begin a Lenten series of 

sermons. He was overflowing with grief and indignation. He knew that the battle with the 

Pope was becoming more intense and that his life was now in serious danger. A fter 

months of silence, the people wanted to hear his voice and to hear what he would say 

about Rome. Standing room in the Duomo was insufficient and so an amphithe atre of 

seventeen rows of seats was erected against the wall of the nave.  

Savonarola began by explaining that he had written to Rome, and that he had affirmed 

his faith in Catholic Doctrine and that he was willing to retract anything that he may 

have preached or wri t ten that was found to be heretical. He went on to say that he 

would always be pr epared to yield obedience to the Roman Church and that to refuse to 

obey would be to put oneôs salvation in jeopardy.  

Then having declared the orthodoxy of his b elief and his willingness to obey he went on 

to qualify the terms of his obedience. He said th at we are not bound to obey our 

superiors or even the Pope if their command is contrary to the Gospel. To illustrate this 

he accused the people of obeying unchristian instructions.  

He tells you to fast on a certain Saturday, at a certain hour, and you fast , and 

believe you are saved. I tell you that the Lord wills not that you fast on such a 

day or at such an hour, but wills that you avoid sin throughout all the days of 

your life. I nstead, you are good for one hour of the day, in order to be bad all 

your li fe. O bserve the ways of these men during the last three days of Holy Week. 

See how they go about seeking indulgences and pardons! Come here, go there, 

kiss St. Peter, St. Paul, this Saint and that! Come, come, ring bells, dress altars, 

deck the churches, c ome all of you, for three days b efore Easter, and then no 

more. God mocks your doings and does not heed your ceremonies, . . . for, 

Easter passed, you will be worse than before. All is vanity, all is  hypocrisy in our 

times; true religion is dead. 48  

 

Then wi th great courage he turned to a forensic analysis and condemnation of Rome and 

Papal leadership. He acknowledged the authority of the Pope, quoting the New 

Testament: óYou are Peter, and on this rock will I build my church; and that which you 

bind on earth  shall be bound in heaven.ô But then repeated that we are not bound to 

obey everything and at times even the Pope needs to be resisted as a duty -  as St. Paul 

resisted St. Peter and corrected him. Then people would have to say ï óYou do err, you 

are not th e Roman Church, you are a man and a si nner.ô 

Then he continued  

You, Rome, are stricken with a mortal malady. You have lost your health, and 

have forsaken the Lord; you are sick with sins and tribulations . . . . If you would 

be healed, forsake feasting; fo rsake your pride, your ambition, your lusts, and 

your greed: these are the food that have caused your sickness, these that bring 

you to death.  

Thus says the Lord: Inasmuch as Italy is all full of iniquities, harlots, and 

miserable people who exploit the se xual weakness of others, I will ove rwhelm her 

with the scum of the earth; will abase her princes, and trample the pride of 
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Rome. These invaders shall capture her sanctuaries, and defile her churches; and 

ina smuch as these have been made dens of vice, I wil l make them stables for 

horses and swine, which will be less di spleasing to God than seeing them made 

haunts of prostitutes.  

That is, fly from Rome, for Babylon signifies confusion, and Rome has confused all 

the Scriptures, confused all vices together, con fused ever ything. Fly, then, from 

Rome, and come to repentance. 49  

 

He spoke so boldly because he was convinced that Pope Alexanderôs election was null, 

and he hoped that a Council would soon be formed to call the Church leadership to 

account and put an end to its sin.  

The sermon ended with a prophecy concerning his own end. He described the situation 

as a war with Rome and that it would end in victory. But for him personally it would end 

in death -   

I tell you it will end in death and being cut to pieces. R est assured, however, that 

all this will serve to spread abroad this doctrine, which proceeds not from me, but 

from God. I am but a tool in His hands; wherefore I am r esolved to fight to the 

death. I would be glorified only in You, my God! Neither mitres n or Card inalsô 

hats would I have, but only the gift You have conferred on your saints ðdeath, a 

crimson hat, a hat re ddened with blood; that is my desire. 50  

 

The impact of this sermon was felt in most of Europe and even in the Islamic world 

where the Sultan ha d his sermons translated into Tur kish, so that he could read them. 51   

During the summer the city suffered from sickness and famine, being isolated from the 

commerce and support of other Italian states because of the ongoing dispute between 

Rome and the Prio r and Republic. The Arrabiati relished the general distress and said 

that it proved that the Prior was a deceiver and the city should surrender to Rome. The 

Council was uncertain what course to adopt, and appealed to Savonarola to preach and 

guide them aga in.  

Savonarola responded to the request, and re -entered the pulpit on the 28th of October. 

But now the atmosphere was quite different. People were distressed and feared for the 

future. They expected famine and war which would be followed by exile and death .  All 

believed the republic was nea ring its end and that the Arrabiati would take power. The 

words of the Prior gave them courage and hope.  

One week later on All Soulsô Day, he preached on óThe art of dying a good death.ô52  He 

said that the true Christian ought to keep the idea of death always b efore his eyes.  

Death is the most solemn moment of our life: it is then that the evil one makes 

his last attack upon us. It is as though he were always pla ying chess with man, 

and waiting the approach of death to gi ve him chec kmate. He who wins at that 

                                            
49  Villari  ï Book 3 Ch 3.  

50  Villari  ï Book 3 Ch 3.  

51  ibid . 

52  Villari  ï Book 3 Ch 5.  
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moment wins the battle of life. O my brethren, for what do we live in this world, 

except to learn to die a good death!  

 

Then he announced that he had been declared heretical in his teaching but that he would 

now refute his critics by publishing his teaching in his book that was nearing completion 

and which was titled -   The Tr iumph of the Cross.  

 

Tension increases and the Bonfire of the Vanities 1497. Savonarola spent the 

beginning of 1497 in silent isolation. His focus was on the writing and editing of the 

óTriumph of the Cross ô, but also he gave time to writing other pam phlets. Through the 

wide distribution of his writings he hoped to gather more supporters in the violent 

struggle with Rome, which he believed was coming  to a climax.  

Savonarolaôs place as preacher was taken by Fr¨ Domenico, who was having to contend 

with the ever more confident Arrabiati. As the time of Carnival approached they wanted 

to revive the former orgies and festivities, especially the game of sto nes where youths 

and children assaulted each other in the piazzas. These had all been banned by 

Savonarola and now Domenico preached against them and had a new law passed in the 

Council to prohibit some of the festivities.  

The previous year Savonarola had involved the children in processions and prayers. But 

this year they went about in small groups visiting the homes of the wealthy and asked 

them to surrender any lewd literature, gambling equipment, or obscene artworks. Also 

the carnival masks and costumes  worn at the orgies. When anything was handed over 

they offered a special prayer of blessing written by the Prior.  

The last day of the Carnival was 7th February and in the morning, adults and children 

attended Mass. They then returned to their homes for a meal before reassembling for a 

great procession in the city. The destination was the Piazza, where a huge pyramid had 

been formed from the collected óvanitiesô. Its size alone was impressive and may well 

have been 18 metres high. Packed in among the items were combustible materials. At a 

given signal, four guardians of the pile set fire to the pyramid, which immediately burst 

into flames. Trumpeters played fanfares and bells were rung while the people shouted 

for joy at the climax of the carnival.  

In spring  1497, Savo narola decided to preach again from the pulpit. There was 

considerable excitement at the announcement that this would happen. Both friends and 

foes were equally thrilled by the prospect. The Arrabiati threatened that he would not be 

allowed to p reach. His supporters said that he would be heard. The agitation reached 

such a pitch that bets were placed on whether the sermon would be preached. When the 

Council heard this they issued a decree, annulling the w agers and forbidding any attempt 

to preven t the sermon from being given.  53   

But those who opposed the Prior were not deterred from seeking to kill him. Some of 

Savonarolaôs friends visited him in his monastic cell and begged him not to preach, 

because his life was at risk. But he replied: óNo fear  of man shall induce me to deprive 

the people of their sermon on the day appointed by the Lord to His disciples for going to 

spread His doctrine through the world.ô 
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On the day the Prior entered the pulpit. He began by speaking of faith as all -powerful. 

And  went on -  

The times pr edicted are now at hand; the hour of danger has come; and now it 

shall be manifest who is truly with the Lord. The wicked thought to prevent this 

sermon today; but they should know that I have never shirked my duty through 

fear of ma n. No mortal upon earth, be he great or small, can boast of having 

hindered me from fulfilling my office. I am even ready to lay down my life for it. 

O Lord! deliver me from these foes who brand me as a seducer; deliver my soul, 

since for my body I fear no t. 54  

 

Immediately a great crash sounded through the Cathedral, caused by one of his 

opponents who had taken the alms box and thrown it down onto the stone flooring. This 

was the signal for the disturbance to begin. The doors opened and many people fled out 

into the street. Those people still in the building shouted and banged on benches and 

doors. Some of the more courageous gathered round the pulpit to protect the Prior.  

Others went to fetch arms from nearby houses and returned with lances and swords.  

Throu ghout Savonarola endeavoured to be heard and seeing that it was a futile task, he 

knelt in prayer until his friends could secure safe passage for him. Then surrounded by 

them, displaying their arms, they made their way to St Markôs Monastery. On arrival in 

the monastery garden, and among his supporters he concluded his sermon ï  

The longer the Lord stays His hand, the more heavily and severely will He smite 

each one according to his works. The wicked refuse to believe, refuse to listen; 

but they will fall i nto the pit they have dug for others. They are undermining the 

found ations of a wall that will crush them as it breaks. Now I will sing praises 

unto the Lord and joyfully depart from this life. 55  

 

The events of the day were hot news and the full details were  soon known throughout 

Italy.  

  

Excommunication 1497. The people had originally gathered for a word from the Prior 

to sustain them in their suffering from the plague. All they had heard was, óDo not fear, 

cast not away your trust in God; it is His proving time; arouse yourselves, and help your 

sick brethren.ô But the people died, and poverty followed without any sign of a miracle so 

that many began to waver in their faith, and lose confidence in Savonarola.  

When the Pope heard of the riot he realised that the support for Savonarola was 

weakened and that the Arrabiati were growing in strength. So he was more open to their 

request that it was now the right time to excommunicate the Prior.  

Realising what was being planned, Savo narola wrote to the Pope, on 22nd  of May. He 

asked why the Pope was angry with his servant and pointed out that the Pope was ready 

to listen to the false accusations made against him but always refused to listen to the 

Prior himself. He ended by asserting that his sermons and writings pro ved his orthodoxy, 
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and this would be seen by means of his Triumph of the Cross . His final words were -   

For if all human aid fail me, I will put my trust in God, and show the world the 

iniquity of those, who, may perhaps be driven to r epent the work they h ave in 

hand. 56  

 

His letter was useless because eight days earlier, 13th May, the Brief of 

excommunication had been despatched.  

Therefore we now command you, on all fest ivals, and in the presence of the 

people, to declare the said Frà Girolamo excommun icate, and to be held as such 

by all men, for his failure to obey our apostolic admonitions and commands. And, 

under pain of the same penalty, all are fo rbidden to assist him, hold conversation 

with him, or approve him either by word or deed, inasmuch as he is an  

excommunicated person, and suspected of he resy. ðGiven in Rome this 13th day 

of May, 1497. 57  

 

Savonarola responded with dignity and formed his defence. The day after the 

proclamation he wrote an óEpistle against su r reptitious excommunication, 

addressed to al l Christians beloved of God .ô In it he repeated the orthodoxy of his 

teaching and concluded:  

The lukewarm need have no fear, for this excommunication is invalid both in the 

sight of God and man, ina smuch as it is based on the false reasons and 

accusations  devised by our enemies. I have always submitted and even still 

submit to the a uthority of the Church, nor will I ever fail in my obedience; but no 

one is bound to yield to commands o pposed to love and the law of God, since in 

such case our superiors are n o longer the representatives of the Lord. 58  

 

The leading citizens who supported Savonarola, wrote to the Pope on 8 th  July -       

Most Holy Father, we are deeply afflicted to have incurred the ban of the Church, 

not only because of the respect always entertai ned by our Republic for the Holy 

Keys, but because we see that a most innocent man has been wrongfully and 

mal iciously accused to your Holiness. We deem this Prior to be a good and pious 

man, and thoroughly versed in the Chri stian faith. He has laboured ma ny years 

for the welfare of our people, and no fault has ever been detected either in his life 

or his do ctrine. Wherefore we fervently implore your Holiness, in your paternal 

and divine charity, to use your own jud gment in this matter, and remove the 

weigh t of your ban not only from Father Girolamo Savo narola, but from all those 

who may have incurred it. Your Holiness could do no greater kindness to the 

Republic, especially in this time of pestilence, in which bans are of grave peril to 
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menôs souls.59  

 

This w as one of many letters sent through the remainder of the year, from the Republic 

in Savonarolaôs defence. 

 

1498 His last year ï January and February. At the start of 1498 Savonarola was 

engaged in writing and lecturing at St Markôs monastery. He was still excommunicated 

by the authority of the Pope, but this seemed to fire him with new zeal and he almost 

gloried in the notoriety it provided. In one piece he wrote (I have emphasised some of 

the wording to draw attention to his attitude of mind) ï  

It is fear ed by some that, although this excommunication be powerless in 

Heaven, it may have power in the Church. For me it is enough not to be 

inte rdicted by Christ. O my Lord, if I should seek to be absolved from this 

excommunication, let me be sent to hell.  O Lor d, you have thrown me into a 

flood from which I have neither the power nor the will to escape. But I beseech 

You to let no word pass my lips that may be opposed to the Holy Scri ptures or to 

the Church. 60  

 

Before Lent the Prior gave a powerful lecture in St. Markôs in which he denounced the 

vices of the clergy. His passion for spiritual renewal is seen in these excerpts ï 

When I reflect on the life led by priests I am co nstrained to weep. O my brethren 

and my children, shed tears for these woes of the Church, so that the Lord may 

call the priests to repentance, for it is plain that terrible chastisement awaits 

them. The to nsure is the seat of all iniquity. It begins in Rome, where the clergy 

make mock of Christ and the saints. Not only do they refuse to suffer for the 

Lordôs sake, but even traffic with the sacraments. Woe, woe to Italy and to Rome! 

Come, come, O priests! Come, my bret hren; let us do our best to revive a little of 

our love of God! O Father, we shall be thrown into prison, we shall be persecuted 

and done to death. So let it be! They may kill me as they please, but they will 

never tear Christ from my heart. I am ready to die for my God. 61  

 

With the protection of his supporters and recognising that his excommunication was 

invalid, Savonarola began to p reach. In a sermon toward the end of the Carnival season 

on 18th February, he spoke of the Pope and the papal authority -   

I take it for granted there is no man who is not liable to error. You are mad to say 

that a Pope cannot err, when there have been so many wicked Popes who have 

erred! ... If it were true that no Pope could ever err, ought we then to do even as 

they do in order to gain salvation? Go! read how many decrees have been made 

by one Pope and r evoked by the next; and how many opinions held by s ome 
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Popes are contradicted by those of other Pontiffs. 62  

 

He further illustrated this from all the contradictions in the Briefs launched against 

himself.   

On 26 th  February  the Pope threatened the Council of Florence, saying that they had 

allowed freedom to  Savonarola to inflict a gross insult to the Holy See, and that unless 

measures were taken to silence the Prior immediately, he would excommunicate the 

whole city. This would have meant that all the churches would have been closed and all 

sacraments prohib ited.  

Savonarola saw that the situation needed a proactive approach. So, instead of waiting 

for each new ruling from Rome, he began plans for a new council called together to 

depose Pope Alexander VI .  

 

1498 His last year ï March. The Pope threatened excom munication for the whole city 

if the Council did not restrain Savonarola, and so on 17 th  March the Council met and 

decided that Savonarola should be silenced. The next day, the third Sunday in Lent, he 

gave his last se rmon and said farewell to his people.  

The Prior now resolved to make a final effort to form a council, both to defend his cause 

and to see that the evil Pope was deposed. He had the documentary evidence to support 

both objectives and hoped the necessity of reforming the Church would be proved , and 

the work b egun. He knew that King Charles VIII, was in favour of calling a council and 

that when the King had been in Rome, eigh teen Cardinals had encouraged him to depose 

the Pope. Knowing this, Savonarola took the initiative and sent out what becam e known 

as his famous óLetters to the Princes ó. These were sent to the sovereigns of France, 

Spain, England, Hungary, and Ge rmany. Each letter was almost identical in content in 

describing the urgent crisis and need for action.  

The moment of vengeance has arrived, the Lord co m mands me to reveal new 

secrets, and make manifest to the world the peril by which the bark of St. Peter is 

threatened, owing to your long neglect. The Church is all tee m ing with 

abomination, from the crown of her head to the soles of h er feet; yet not only do 

you apply no remedy, but you do homage to the cause of the woes by which she 

is polluted. Wher efore, the Lord is greatly angered, and has long left the Church 

without a shepherd. Now, I hereby testify, as the Lordôs word, that this Alexander 

be no Pope, nor can he be held as one; inasmuch as, leaving aside the mortal sin 

of si m ony, by which he has purchased the Papal Chair, and daily sells the 

benefices of the Church to the highest bidder, and lik ewise putting aside his other 

manife st vices, I declare that he is no Christian, and believes in no God, and so 

surpasses the height of all infidelity. 63  

 

The letters then invited all the princes of Christendom to su m mon a council as soon as 

possible. Savonarolaôs chief confidence was in King Charles, because he knew he was 
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aware of the crisis and had a desire to call a council. So he was most keen to have a 

reply to his letter from France. Instead he learned that the messenger sent with the 

letter to France, had been robbed in Milan. The thiev es realised the potent nature of the 

letter and took it to the Duke of Milan who quickly delivered it to the Pope.  

The Pope was in a rage and determined to use the documentary evidence that he now 

had of the arrogance of the Prior and the complicity of the  Council in Florence.  

 

Trial by fire and arrest ï April 1498.  The most important preaching during Lent was 

provided by Frà Fra ncesco di Puglia, a Franciscan in the Church of St. Croce, and by Frà 

Domenico, the Dominican brother who was preaching on behalf o f his Prior. The 

Franciscan gave much time to attacking Savonarola saying that he was a heretic and a 

false prophet. But he went further and challenged him to prove the truth of his doctrines 

by the óordeal by fireô.64  Frà Domenico took this attack personal ly because he felt that he 

stood in the place of his Prior who had no opportunity to speak out to defend himself. He 

said that he was willing to undergo the ordeal by fire because Savonarola needed to 

reserve himself for greater things.  

When the challenge  was publicly known Savonarola had no time to be able to prevent it 

happening. Some of his wealthy enemies convinced themselves that this was a 

wonderful opportunity because; if he entered the fire he would be burnt. If he did not 

take up the challenge the n he would lose credibility and his followers would not protect 

him; should there be an attempt to kill him. So they decided that they would give the 

challenge maximum publicity. The trial by fire could no longer be avoided because the 

city Council and the  Pope were now insisting that it take place.  

Savonarola would willingly have laid down his life and was appalled that an innocent life 

should be risked for him. Reluctantly the Prior gave way in the face of Fr¨ Domenicoôs 

confidence and argument that the Lord would perform a miracle in order to confound the 

Arrabiati and establish the truth of the new do ctrine. He also reminded the Prior that he 

had frequently said that his words would be confirmed by s upernatural evidence. 65  

On 1st April Savonarola gather ed about 300 loyal supporters to St Markôs. He preached a 

short sermon and outlined the situation. He said, óThe time will come when the Lord shall 

give supernatural signs and tokens; but this certainly cannot be at the command or at 

the pleasure of man.ô  

Finally the 6th April was fixed as the date for the ordeal. Frà Domenico was to represent 

the Dominicans and Frà Giuliano Rondinelli was accepted to represent the Franciscans.  

From the moment the date was announced the community of St Markôs spent each day 

in continual prayer. In the evening of 5 th  April they received a message from the Council 

to say that the ordeal had been pos tponed to 7th April.  

Paassen records the amazing hold that Savonarola still had and the fierce loyalty of his 

friends ï 

On the 6 th of April, 1498, Savonarola was still the effective and undisputed 

                                            
64  This was a medieval form for determining guilt or inn ocence. A suspect was made to walk 
through a great fire and if they came out alive it was taken as a sign that God had protected the 

innocent.  
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master of the Florentine state. He counted influential friends in the Grand Council, 

the magistracy, and the clergy. He had devoted partisans and admirers in the 

ministries of justice and  foreign affairs. The overwhelming majority of the 

common people was on his side. Tens of thousands of adherents of the popular 

party in the city and the country were willing and ready to lay down their lives for 

him. 66   

 

Within twenty - four hours, in an erup tion of lies, hate and barbarism, Savonarola would 

be beaten and delivered up helpless to his enemies.  

The day arrived and the preparations were made for the ordeal to take place in the 

Piazza. Because the emotions of the whole crowd were so volatile, the two parties 

decided to come with armed escorts in order to ensure their safety in the event of a riot.  

It seemed as if the whole population was concentrated in the Piazza. People were at all 

the windows of the houses round the Square, and all balconies and  roofs.  Savonarola 

knew that among them in the Piazza were about a thousand men who planned to attack 

him. Yet he remained calm.  

Everyone was focussed on the erected pla t form, which was about 25 metres long and 

piled up with bundles of wood.  It was abou t a metre high and a metre wide. Beneath it 

were wood, gunpo wder, oil, pitch, and resin to ensure a great blaze. Frà Domenico, was 

ready for the ordeal but the Franciscan representatives could not be found. The crowd 

had been gathered for hours and were no w losing patience and shouted that the fire 

should be lighted on one side of the platform, while the fr iars entered from the other, 

then the fire should be ignited behind them to block any escape.  

The Arrabiati announced that a fraud had been uncovered and  that Savonarola had 

refused to let his representative go through the ordeal. The Franciscans claimed a victory 

even though their man had not turned up! But the response of the crowd was violent 

and they were ready to lynch the Prior. It was with great dif ficulty that the Dominicans 

reached the safety of the Monastery. There they found the congregation still kneeling in 

prayer and so Savonarola entered the pulpit and explained what had happened and then 

went to his cell in deep distress; while the crowd sti ll shouted threats and banged on the 

doors of the monastery, trying to get in.  

The óordeal by fireô was contrived and manipulated by the Arrabiati and for their 

purposes it was a total success. The majority of the city was now totally against 

Savonarola an d his monks, because he had failed the challenge of the fire.  Even his 

friends began to believe the Arrabiati and doubt that he had either the courage or the 

faith to really trust God.  

The next morning, 8th April, was Palm Sunday. On the surface things se emed calm but it 

was the calm before a storm. Savonarola preached in St. Markôs and said that he was 

ready to lay down his life and he gave the people a blessing in a way that hinted that 

this would be the last time he would speak to them.  

Later the crowd poured into the square outside St. Markôs and found the church full of 

people praying. They attacked them with a hail of stones and panic broke out. Somehow 

the doors were locked and the church emptied, except for a few citizens who intended to 

defend the church. As darkness fell the siege intensified and the mob broke in. They 
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broke down several internal doors and came to the Chapel where the monks were 

praying. Finding themselves under attack many of them fought back with whatever was 

at hand ï including wooden and metal crucifixes. Soon the Chapel was on fire.  

The Council gave an order that Savonarola, Frà Domenico, and Frà Silvestro should 

surrender themselves and they would not be harmed. Before surrendering Savonarola 

addressed those friars present -   

My beloved children é. My last exhortation to you is this: ólet faith, prayer, and 

patience be your weapons.ô I leave you with anguish and grief, to give myself into 

my enemiesô hands. Take comfort, embrace the cross, and by it shall you find the 

way of sa lvation. 67  

 

The pressing crowd seized Savonarola and Frà Domenico and ejected them into the 

square in front of St. Markôs. The noise was so great that many thought the Prior had 

that moment been killed by the rabble. It was one oôclock in the morning when they had 

them bound and took them to the Palace.  

The officials communicated their actions to the Pope who was thrilled and declared the 

Council to be true sons of the Church. He gave them absolution and blessing along with 

his authorisation to examine, try,  and torture the prisoners. But he made it very clear 

that after trial the fate of the monks should be in his hands to carry through the 

punishment they deserved. Even more thrilling for the Pope was the news that on the 

same day as Savonarolaôs arrest, the King of France had died an ignominious death. In 

the death of Charles, Savonarola lost his only hope of support and possible rescue.  

 

Trial and torture -    26 April ð 18 May, 1498. Frà Silvestro was captured later and 

then each of the three prisoners wa s interrogated separately. Savonarola had been 

tortured and examined repeatedly. The evil methods of torture had been developed in the 

Spanish Inquisition 68  and the monks were subjected to the rack and the boot. The rack 

was a mechanism for pulling the arms  and legs until they were twisted and out of joint. 

The boot was a wooden framed shoe that was placed on one foot of the victim and was 

tightened slowly and methodically to crush the bones of the foot and the lower leg.  

Then from 25th of April until the P apal Commissioners arrived on 19th May, he had been 

left quietly in his cell in the bell tower. At first he was so broken that he could do nothing, 

but gradually he felt strength return to his right arm and he was able to write.  

Being granted a pen and so me paper, Savonarola began to write what would be a most 

profound and widely circulated commentary on Psalm 51 69 , Miserere mei Deus . Lying on 

the floor, he wrote ï 
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68  The Spanish Inquisition began in 1478 whe n Spain's King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella wanted 
to do away with many of their political adversaries. These opponents were called the conversos,  
former Jews and Muslims who had been forced to convert to Christianity but had nevertheless 
managed to rise t hrough the Spanish political and business ranks. They had no civil basis for 
removing these people so they asked for and received the approval of the Pope Sixtus IV, to 
torture those they thought were not true converts and by force elicit confessions which  then gave 

legal grounds for imposing the death penalty.  
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Sinner that I am, where shall I turn? To the Lord, whose mercy is infinite. None 

may take glo ry in himself; all the saints tell us, ónot unto us, but unto the Lord be 

the gloryô. They were not saved by their own merits, nor their own works; but by 

the goodness and grace of God, wherefore none may take glory to hi m self. O 

Lord, a thousand times You  have wiped away my iniquity, yet a thousand times 

have I fallen back into it. . . . But when Your Spirit shall descend upon me, when 

Christ shall live within me; then shall I be safe. Strengthen me in your spirit, O 

Lord. Not until then, can I teach your ways to the wicked. Had you asked the 

sacr ifice of my body, I would have given it before now; but burnt offerings are as 

nothing to You; You would rather have the offering of the spirit. Therefore, O 

sinner, bring your repentant heart unto the Lord, and no thing else shall be 

required of you.  

O incomprehensible God, to you I call because you are the reality, the sole reality, 

the source and cause of all reality. You cannot change Your own essence and 

nature. You must carry out your work which is to create, to love, to forgive, to 

redeem, to bless. Look down upon my miserable state. My misery is great because 

of my sins. I have sinned against you, against you who so loved me that you 

came down from heaven to be crucified for me. O Lord, my God, my Rock and my  

Redeemer, forgive, forgive my sins! Deep calls unto deep, the abyss of misery 

calls to the abyss of divine mercy. The abyss of sin calls to the abyss of grace. 

May Your abyss of mercy devour my abyss of sin and blot it out.  

 

Then he continued ï  

Send the fire and the power and the love of the Holy Spirit upon your Church. 

Your Church is so weak and feeble, dear Lord. There are so many millions in this 

world who have not yet heard the words of truth and salvation from the holy 

gospel. May the day not be far  when all shall confess you as their Father and 

know you as their Saviour. 70  

 

This last sermon or meditation was sent to print immediately and became one of the 

most influential pieces of Christian literature, remaining continuously in print in German 

and I talian at least until the late 20 th  Century. 71  

As he ran out of paper, his last written words were ï  

Then, full of gladness, I exclaimed: I will put no trust in men, but only in the 

Lord, and will return thanks before all the people, for the death of his s aints is 

pr ecious in the Lordôs sight. If all the hosts of the world be arrayed against me, 
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71  Luther, who published (1523) the expositions with a notable preface, declared them " a piece of 
evangelical teaching and Christian piety. For,  in them Savonarola is seen entering in not as a 
Dominican monk, trusting in his vows, the rules of his order, his cowl and masses and good works 
but clad in the breastplate of righteousness and armed with the shield of faith and the helmet of 
salvation, n ot as a member of the Order of Preachers but as an everyday Christian."    Weimar ed. 
XII. 248. Within 50 years it had been translated into Spanish, German, English and French. In 

Italy, it was used as a tract and put into the hands of prisoners condemned t o death. It was 
embodied in the Salisbury Primer , 1538, and in Henry VIIIôs Primer , 1543.  
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my heart shall know no fear, for You are my refuge and will lead me to my end. 72  

 

Condemnation and execution 19 - 23 May 1498. When the Papal Commissioners 

arrived in Florence on 19 th  May, they immediately dispelled any idea of a fair trial by 

announcing that Savonarola would ódie without failô. They even had documents from 

Rome instructing them to put him to death whatever the outcome of the trial. One of 

them even dec lared, óWe shall make a fine bonfire; I bear the sentence with me, already 

pr epared.ô 73  

On 22 nd  May, after they had questioned him further, it was decided that they would not 

be going to get the confession they wanted so they informed him that he would app ear 

before them the next day to receive his sentence. Finally that night, the sentences were 

read to the prisoners. They were to be hanged and then burnt. Savo narola was asked if 

he had a last request and he asked to be able to have a little time with the other two 

monks. This was granted and the emotions must have been extraordinary as the three 

friends met up again for the first time in more than forty days.  

Savonarola urged them to go to their deaths ï ófollowing the example of the Lord Jesus 

Christ, who  went quietly and did not protest his innocenceô. Their thoughts should be 

fixed on God. He then gave them a blessing and they were parted from each other 

again.  

The next morning the three were allowed to meet for Communion and Savonarola 

officiated. Then they were led to the Piazza where three platforms had been erected on 

which stood three gibbets, each in the form of a cross. Attached to the gibbets were 

chains with which to hang the monks and also to hold their corpses while they were 

burnt.  

The Bishop of Vasona read the Popeôs mandate, and as he pronounced the degradation 

he took Savonarola by the arm and in confusion said,  óSeparo te ab Ecclesia militante 

atque triu m phante .ô Savonarola calmly corrected him saying: óMilitante, non 

triumphante: hoc enim  tuum non est .ô His formula referred to the Church on earth 

(Militant) and the Church made up of those in heaven (Triumphant). He had announced, 

óI exclude you from the militant and triumphant Church .ô Savonarolaôs response was, 

óFrom the Church militant you may but from the Church triumphant you cannotô 74  

With great dignity and calm the three mounted the platforms. The Piazza was silent. The 

first to be hung was Frà Silvestro, then Frà Domenico and then Savonarola. He was 

forty - five years of age when his l ife was taken from him at 10 am. on 23 rd  May, 1498.  

Pope Alexander VI. immediately issued a prohibition of the Priorôs writings, but later 

relaxed this and the writings were allowed to circulate informally. Being freed from the 

criticism of the Prior, the Pope now became more immoral and irreligious in his actions 

resorting to numerous assassinations and other crimes.  

In 1901 a memorial slab of marble, was placed in the Piazza, on the spot where 

Savonarola was executed. The inscription says, óHere, where with his brethren, Fra 

Domenico Buonvicini and Fra Silvestro Maruffi, on May 23, 1498, by an iniquitous 
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sentence, Fra Girolamo Savonarola was hanged and burned, this memorial has been 

placed after four centuries.ô 

 

 

4  The forgotten Father  of Apologetics  

 

He is the Father of the fullest and clearest Apologetic purpose .  

Those before him, including Tertullian, Augustine, Athanasius, Anselm, Aquinas, 

had a narrower Apologetic purpose for their arguments and their careful 

reasonings are more narrowly focussed.  

He is  the Father of the most compreh ensive method of presenting the  Christian  

Apologetic as an integrated whole.  

 

c)  He is the Father of an approach that is so competent that it is as effective in  

dealing with the issues of the 21st Century as it was those of  his day of the 

15th Century.  

d)  He is the Father of the only approach  that can provide an 

answer for the  weaknesses and blunders in present day Apologetics.  

 

 

 A brief history of Apologetics  

  

The term óApologeticsô did not really come into formal use until it was adopted by 

Friedrich D E Schleiermacher (1768 ï 1834) to describe a particular theological discipline 

or category of theological science. The term is derived from the Greek óapologeisthaiô, 

which embodies as its central notion the idea of 'defence . ' But the Apologetic task was 

being undertaken for centuries before it was given a formal title.  

It is obvious from the history of Apologetics that there have been others who have made 

major contributions. However I believe that the schema of Savonarola is  of unique 

significance and this is why I entitle him as Father  of Apologetics.  

Others presented a fragmented approach and sometimes they were even dismissive of 

Apologetics. One of the greatest of the early theologians, Tertullian, asked the famous 

rheto rical question, óWhat has Athens to do with Jerusalem?ô The implied answer was 

óNothing.ô Tertullian urged the position, revived periodically, that since Christian 

revelation contains all truth necessary to salvation, there is no need to dabble in pagan 

wi sdom and human reasoning.  

Those writers who did engage in Apologetics generally had a narrow focus and addressed 

issues that were of immediate concern rather than formulated a holistic Apologetic. One 

of the first notable apologists was Justin Martyr  (c. 1 00 -165), a convert to Christianity 

from Platonism. In his Dialogue  with  Trypho  the  Jew , he tried to prove that Jesus is the 

Messiah by reference to messianic prophecies from the Hebrew Scriptures. In his two 

Apologies  he appealed for tolerance for Christia nity by refuting lies and rumours that had 

been spread against the faith. (Lies such as, Christians eat the flesh and drink the blood 

of a child, born of a virgin.) He was engaged in an apologetic activity even at a time 

before the New Testament canon had been fixed.  
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Clement of Alexandria  (c.150 -215) wrote an apologetic work called Protrepticus , which 

was more carefully reasoned than the earlier work of Justin Martyr.  

 

Origen  (c. 185 -254) was the first to get into lengthy syllogisms as opposed to proof 

te xts. In his Contra  Celsum , óAgainst Celsusô he specifically refuted the criticism of 

Celsus, who had rejected the history, ethics and philosophy of Christianity.  

 

Augustine  (354 -430), the bishop of Hippo, was writing in a different age when 

Christianity h ad become the dominant Worldview in the empire following the conversion 

of Constantine. After his dramatic conversion he became the greatest theologian and 

apologist up to that period. He wrote many diversified works on Apologetics and was the 

first to bui ld on St Paulôs doctrine of the sovereignty of God in personal salvation. This 

meant that his focus was on the doctrine of salvation, rather than defending the Church 

from persecution and open attack. He believed that reason precedes faith in recognising 

what is proposed is rational, but faith precedes reason when it comes to recognising the 

loving offer of an invisible God.  óFor understanding is the reward of faith. Therefore do 

not seek to understand in order to believe, but believe that you may understan d.ô For 

him, both faith and reason were supernatural gifts of Godôs activity in a personôs life. 

His philosophy was most fully developed in his greatest work, The City of God , which 

was to be a strong influence in the thinking of Savonarola and may have pa rtly been 

influential in him coming to personal faith. We can see his influence on Savonarola in the 

way he wove certain proofs together to affirm faith. He appealed to fulfilled prophecy, 

the miracles of the bible and the miracle of thousands converting t o Christianity in the 

face of persecution.  

 

Anselm  (1033 -1109) In the Middle Ages the Church had become established as the 

central organ of western culture.  So Apologetics became a scholastic exercise and 

addressed philosophical issues. Two of the thinke rs of this period stand out as apologists 

and their ideas are still read and debated today. They were Anselm and Thomas Aquinas.  

Anselm was Archbishop of Canterbury, and he built on Augustineôs ideas of faith and 

reason, emphasising that faith comes befor e reason in the regeneration of the sinner. 

Once a person had come to faith then reason should be employed so that they may 

come to an understanding of the Faith.  

His key Apologetic idea has become known as the ontological argument . From the 

Greek word óontosô meaning being. This argument can be interpreted in several ways 

and is often rejected as an effective proof for Godôs existence. At its core is the 

proposition that a God who can be conceived of as existing, must exist, because the 

universe demands so me reality to the concept of existence and being. Anselm said that 

he wrote at the request of believers who felt their faith was being challenged and so he 

clearly had an Apologetic purpose. But he was clear that people should put their faith in 

Christ and  not in some apologetic argument.  

 

Thomas Aquinas  (1225 -1274), taught at a time when the Arabs in Spain had re -
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introduced the philosophy of Aristotle, to Christian Europe. His Summa  Theologiae  was a 

systematic theology intended to counter Aristotle, but ut ilising many of his concepts 

regarding knowledge. In his Apologetic introduction he asserts that some of Godôs truths 

can be discerned by human reasoning, while other truths about God are only available 

through divine revelation and a response of faith.  

 

His key apologetic arguments are known as his five ways 75 ;  five arguments for the 

existence of God. Godôs existence may be inferred from the nature of the world as 

changing, causative, contingent, graduated, and ordered (the five ways). Like Augustine 

he al so appealed to the conversion of the masses, fulfilled prophecy, and miracles.  

 

 

 In what sense is Savonarola a Father of Apologetics?  

In claiming that Savonarola is a Father of Apologetics, it is important not to claim too 

much. There were great Christian t hinkers before him, whom he would acknowledge as 

strong influences in his own life and reasoning. So I am not claiming that he was the first 

apologist or that the others were faulty in their approach and he was the first to get 

things right.  

What I am asse rting is that he was the first to clearly define the limits, the purpose, the 

premises and to provide a totally holistic schema of the Christian Philosophy. He is the 

one who thought through the implications of divine revelation in relation to faith and 

reason. He is the one who introduces a clear concept of the action of grace in drawing us 

to Christ. And his holistic approach means that the reader is not brought simply to a first 

cause, as in Aquinas or Anselm, but actually brought to Christ as saviour, w ho is 

absolutely central to the whole schema.  

 

 

5  The forgotten  Father of Apologetics  

 

 His major work, The Triumph of the Cross, has been unavailable for over one 

hundred years. It was known and its teaching valued by the Christian leaders of the 

late 19 th  Century, but now it is unknown.  

 His integrated approach with the whole of Christianity as the Apologetic argument 

has been forgotten and lost, by todayôs apologists. 

 Failure to heed his insights and adopt his approach led to a loss of nerve and 

confusion in 2 0 th  Century Apologetics.  

 

I claim that he is the forgotten Father of Apologetics, because in the past he had great 

influence and his teaching was highly valued. But in the English -speaking world, after his 

work received significant attention in the Victori an period, it then began to fade from 

memory. What did remain were some of his concise syllogisms, that are still quoted 
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today, but usually by people who have no idea of their provenance. Eventually his major 

work went out of print and became unavailable, except in two or three academic 

libraries.  

In a few pages, it is worth recording how this amnesia set in; following a strong 

appreciation at the beginning.  

Those who were inspired by Savonarola and mourned his death, did not leave the 

Catholic Church but r emained loyal. In the 18 th  Century, Pope Benedict XIV judged him 

worthy of ca nonization and some of his works were used as textbooks for Catholic 

schools. 76  

And it is impo ssible for anyone to read them without being firmly convinced that, 

to the day of his  death, Savonarola remained unswer vingly faithful to the dogmas 

of his faith; and that instead of seeking to destroy the unity of the Church, it was 

his constant desire to render it still more co m plete. 77  

 

The Triumph of the Cross  went through many editions  in the 15th Century. Later 

printings made it available in Spanish, German, French, Hungarian, Provençal, and 

Flemish. It became a key text in the curriculum at the College for the Propaganda of the 

Faith in Rome where those training to be missionaries wer e taught.  

 

Michelangelo Buonarroti (1475 ï 1504) .  It is probably through Savonarolaôs sermons 

and writings that Michelangelo came to faith in Christ. It is said that these sermons were 

the inspiration for the artistôs painting of the Sistine chapel, which was accomplished a 

few years after the Priorôs death. During the whole project, his only reading material was 

a Bible and a copy of the sermons of Savonarola. 78    

 

Protestant Reformers, m any reformers saw him as a courageous forerunner.  John 

Calvin  (1509 ï 1564) and Martin Luther ( 1483 ï 1546) both held Savonarola in high 

regard and valued his writings. Luther published Savonarolaôs Commentary on Psalm 51, 

which had been written in prison, and declared Savonarola to be a precursor of the 

Protestant doctrin e and one of the ma rtyrs of the Reformation. Luther called him a saint, 

writing -  

This man was put to death solely for having desired that someone should come to 

purify the slough of Rome. It was the Antichristôs (Popeôs) hope that all 

remembrance of this great man would perish under a load of malediction; but you 

see that it still lives and that his memory is blessed. Jesus Christ proclaims him a 

saint through our lips, even though Pope and Papists should burst with rage. Even 

by these writings, you shall see how works are of no avail in Godôs sight, and how 

faith is the one thing needful. What if some theological mud be still found sticking 

                                            
76  His Trionfo della Croce  was republished by th e Propaganda Fide ; his Se m plicità della Vita 
Cristiana  was translated by a Jesuit into French and republished in Paris in 1672; his 
Confessionale was frequently reprinted, with very slight a lterations, and used as a Manual for 
confessors.  

77  Villari  ï Book 4, Conclusion  

78  Charles De Tolnay,  The Youth of Michelangelo , Princeton University Press. Princeton, NJ. 
1943. Page 20.  
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to his feet, who could be altogether free of it in those days? You wilt lik ewise see 

his distrust and despair of his own strength, and a pure image of faith and hope 

in Godôs mercy. Neither in the strength of his vows nor the rule of his Order, 

neither in his priestly robe, in masses, nor in works, did he rest his hope, but 

solely in the Go spel, in faith, and in righteou sness. 79  

 

In 1868, an attempt was made to claim Savonarola as one of the pr ecursors of the 

Reformation, by placing his name on the monument for Martin Luther, erected at Worms 

in Germany. A French Dominican, Père M. Rouard, pr otested against this in a pamp hlet 

in defence of Savonarolaôs Catholic orthodoxy.80  But the major focus of the Reformation 

was on the Church and so Luther and Calvin did not make great use of his apologetic 

material.  

 

John Colet. (1467 -  1519) In England he was a prime influence in the life and ministry 

of John Colet, who had been in Florence and studied with the Prior. He returned to 

England in 1496 and began to preach in the style of Savonarola. He interpreted 

Humanism with a Christian bias believing the Scriptures are the final author ity for the 

believer and the full revelation of salvation. Like the Prior, he attacked the abuses and 

idolatry in the Church. Though he wanted reformation, he would never have considered 

leaving the Catholic Church. Like his Florentine hero, he went on to be charged with 

heresy, in 1512, but the Bishop of London dismissed the case. Colet became Dean of St 

Paulôs Cathedral in London and the founder of St Paulôs School. Through Colet, the 

Triumph of the Cross  became very influential in the life of the English  Church and 

particularly guided those who composed the Book of Common Prayer.  

 

Lacordaire (1802 ï 1861) , the great Dominican preacher of Notre Dame in Paris, used 

The Triumph of the Cross  as the basis for a series of sermons and he praised the Prior 

for hi s extensive learning which óembraced nearly the whole philosophic knowledge of his 

time .ô 81  

 

 

  Bias in use .  

There has often been a strong bias in the approach of translators and in the way this 

text has been used.  

 

Odell Travers Hill Translation 1868. Trave rs Hill in his preface to his introduction, 

talks about Savonarola as an apologist.  

That the execution of the work, its rigid adherence to its first principle, its 

freedom from all sectarian spirit, from all scholastic cripplings, its close 

                                            
79  Villari  ï Book 4 Chapter 10  

80  This was translated and published by Comm. C. Guasti in the Rivista Universale, Annali 

Cattolici , vol. V . Genoa and Flo rence, 1867.   

81  Paassen  ï page 247  
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consecutive rea soning, its earnestness, convince us that its author was a man far 

in advance of his age.  In point of style it might have been written yesterday, a 

marvellous work and by one of our greatest intellects.  

The translator feels justified therefore in bringing  this valuable work before the 

English public for the first time.  He has searched in vain for any trace of an 

English translation, and can only find that an abbreviated addition, about one -

third of the volume, was brought out in Puritan times, dedicated t o the scoffers 

and scholars of gospel in those days; an edition long extinct.  This translation has 

been made from a valuable copy printed with all the abbreviations peculiar to 

Savonarola's manuscript and found in the archives of Sion College.  

 

Travers Hi llôs translation ignores completely the whole of chapters 15, 16 and 18.  These 

chapters refer to the seven sacraments.  Proctor says, óAll of this is to make Savonarola 

a Protestant and a precursor to Luther and Calvin, whereas he was a true Catholic.ô 82  

His Introduction 83  to his translation has many errors and he is confused about dates and 

the order of the Medici rulers.  

Travers Hill shows his Evangelical bias in his preface, stating, óThis is a rational defence 

of Christianity, conducted without appeal t o authority or tradition.  This book is free from 

all sectarian feelings.ô In writing this, Travers Hill is as guilty of bending the evidence as 

Proctor is in making his criticism. Savonarola in this work does provide a most effective 

apologetic for the pr imary truths of orthodox Christianity, but he also includes strong 

affirmation of secondary dogmas of the Catholic Church of his day. Dogmas which would 

be seen as most sectarian and refuted by the major Church Reformers ï such as Luther 

and Calvin.  

Procto r in his introduction, says that Travers Hill is not an honest translation, because 

whole chapters are left out to make the work palatable to a particular readership. He 

says, óTo claim it is a translation is to claim a garden fence in London is the Great Wall of 

China or Primrose Hill is a replica of the Alps.  It removes all reference to Mary, the host 

of the Communion, chalice and relics.ô 84   

 

Fr. John Proctorôs Translation 1901. Proctorôs assertion that Travers Hill has edited 

the text to deliberately m ake Savonarola look like a Reformer, is not entirely fair.  This is 

because Savonarolaôs whole life was a passion for reformation. It is also factually untrue 

when Proctor says that Travers Hillôs translation removes all Catholic dogma. 

Proctor as Provinci al of the Dominicans, was wanting to rehabilitate Savonarola, a fellow 

Dominican. 85  As a result, he reads with a Roman Catholic bias and misses the 

importance of some of Savonarola's points regarding reform and salvation by grace 

                                            
82  John Proctor, translator,  The Triumph of the Cross , Sands and Company, London, 1901. from 
Introduction.  

83  O'Dell Travers Hill, translator,  The Triumph Of The Cross , Hodder, London 1868.  Introduction  

84  John Proctor, translator,  The Triumph of the Cross , Sands and Company, London, 1901. from 
Introduction.  

85  The Dominicans have never disowned Savonarola and have made moves to have him beatified. 

This has always been opposed by the Jesuits who condemn him b ecause of his call for the 
overthrow of the Papacy of Alexander Borgia.  
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alone.   

He defends Savonar ola as if he were an orthodox Catholic who had always been in faith 

and harmony with the Roman Church.  But he completely misses the context of the open 

conflict between Savonarola and the Popes and the leaders of the Church in Rome.  On 

one occasion Savon arola wrote to the kings of France, England, Spain, and Germany, 

urging them to depose Pope Alexander Borgia and to form a Council to reform the 

Church.  He was tortured to make him recant his teaching and the Church declared him 

to be a heretic, and put h im to death. The Dominicans say this was unjust (certainly his 

conviction was irregular) but the Jesuits say it was justified because in challenging the 

Pope, he opposed Godôs office holder. 

 

Evangelicals of the 19 th  and 20 th  Centuries.  Proctor in his Int roduction , objects 

strongly to the way the Victorian Evangelicals had celebrated Savonarola and his 

writings. He claims that the Friar was a true Catholic and never a Reformer. He writes,  

Villari says Savonarola's attacks are never against dogmas of the C hurch but 

solely against those who corrupted them.  The Savonarola of the English is one 

created by non -Catholics and by anti -Catholic romantics and unscrupulous 

translators.  86  

 

Proctor writes in this way because Victorian Evangelicals had found a great apol ogetic 

tool in the Travers Hill translation, and went on to promote Savonarola as a pre -

Reformer.  

 

Charles Haddon Spurgeon, (1834 ï 1892).  Spurgeon in his publication, The Sword 

and the Trowel, The Florentine Monk, April 1869 , used the work of Travers Hil l, published 

the previous year, to adopt Savonarola as the patron of a new Evangelical movement in 

Florence in 1869. But he also makes a judgement of this work ï  

The question has often been asked, How far was Savonarola the herald of 

Protestantism? The be st answer to that question is, we think, furnished in his 

admirable work ðfar ahead of the times in which it was written ðôThe Triumph of 

the Cross.ô We are glad that those enterprising publishers, Messrs. Hodder and 

Stoughton have brought it out in a cheap and handsome form. For the sake of the 

memory of the martyr, it should be read; for the sake of the truths it so 

luminously sets forth, it deserves a wide circulation. Mr. Travers Hill, beside 

writing an interesting sketch of the Italian Reformer's life, h as ably translated the 

work. At a time when the church held every one in bondage, when the Scriptures 

were hid from view, and the masses were ignorant of the way of salvation ðwhen 

darkness covered the earth and gross darkness the people ðwhen the church to 

which every one bowed in lowly submission was so corrupt as to allow a pope 

stained with every crime to preside over it ðand when Luther's shrill testimony 

had not as yet been given ðit is pleasant to find words of such evangelic power 

written in the cloiste r of a monastery. Though Savonarola was wedded to many of 

the errors of the church, yet his testimony in favour of justification by faith and 

                                            
86  John Proctor, translator,  The Triumph of the Cross , Sands and Company, London, 1901. from 
Introduction.  
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not by works, the forgiveness of sins by Christ and not by man, was clear and 

decisive. His object was undoubtedly  to purify the Church of Rome, not to destroy 

it; but it is evident that throughout his life he was, if loyal to his Church, far more 

loyal to Christ. 87  

 

Benjamin Breckinridge Warfield  (1851 ï 1921) was the principal of Princeton 

Seminary in the USA. Throug h the Travers Hill translation he was aware of The Triumph 

of the Cross, and he speaks of Savonarola as an apologist. His own work on Apologetics 

draws on the teaching of Savonarola.  

The Renaissance, with its repristination of heathenism, naturally called out a 

series of new apologists (Savonarola, Marsilius Ficinus, Ludovicus Vives), but the 

Reformation forced polemics into the foreground and drove Apologetics out of 

sight, although, of course, the great theologians of the Reformation era brought 

their ric h contribution to the accumulating apologetical material. 88  

 

Clive Staples Lewis (1898 ï 1963). CS Lewis, the Irish Professor of Literature, was a 

popular writer on Apologetics. His specialist area of study was the literature of the 

Renaissance and he makes  use of several of the apologetic syllogisms of Savonarola. 

These consist of concise deductive arguments, which have a power and beauty in their 

brevity and simplicity.  

Let us approach the issue in this way -  either Christ is the true God and the First 

Cause of all things, or He is not. 89  If He is God, it follows that Christianity is true; 

and there is no need for further discussion. If He is not God, He must have been 

the proudest man, and the greatest liar that ever lived. He must also have been 

exceeding ly foolish.  90  

 

This attitude toward Savonarola among Victorian USA and UK Evangelicals was revived 

almost one hundred years later, in 1961, when a pr®cis of Travers Hillôs translation was 

published in a volume called Valiant for the Truth.  

 

                                            
87  CH Spurgeon in his publication, The Sword and the Trowel, The Florentine Mo nk , 

London,1869.  

88  BB Warfield, Apologetics ; available at www.graceonlinelibrary.org/articles/full  

89  C. S. Lewis famously uses this argument in his book, Mere Christianity,  

I'm trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that people oft en say about him: 
'I am ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don't accept his claim to be God.'  That 
is the one thing we must not say.  A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus 
said would not be a great moral teacher.  He would either be a lunatic on a level with the man who 

says he is a poached egg or else he would be the devil of hell.  You must make your choice.  Either 
this man was, and is, the Son of God: or else a madman or something worse. You can shut him up 
for  a fool, you can spit at him and kill him as a demon; or you can fall at his feet and call him Lord 
and God.  But let us not come with any patronising nonsense about his being a great human 
teacher.  He has not left that open to us.  He did not intend to.   -  Mere Christianity , Collins, 
London 1952 pages 51 -53.  

90  TOTC ïpage 121  
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Joachim Weinhar dt  (1998) In continental Europe The Triumph of the Cross  has been 

better known and available in German and Italian. As recently as 1998, Joachim 

Weinhardt wrote his PhD thesis on, óSavonarola als Apologet ô, for the University of 

Tubingen, Germany. This was  published by Walter de Gruyter & Co,  Berlin, in 2003. 

From his Abstract, it is clear that the thrust of his thesis is to establish that Savonarola 

built his Apologetics on Aristotelian empiricism and deductive methodology. It would 

appear that his intere st is in the origin of the ideas rather than in the analysis of the 

schema that makes up The Triumph of the Cross.  

 

 

 Forgotten by 21st Century Apologists  

  

But now his schema and his writing are forgotten or have never been known by the 

majority of serious A pologists. A close inspection of the wide range of writings from 

Christians such as Alvin Plantinga, William Lane Craig, John Warwick Montgomery, Josh 

MacDowell, Phil Fernandes, and many others, reveals nothing of any significance or 

understanding of Savon arola. The 400 page Handbook of Christian Apologetics: 

Hundreds of Answers to Crucial Questions;  by Peter Kreeft and Ronald K. Tacelli, 91  has 

an extensive listing of apologists ï but no mention of Savonarola.  

Alvin Plantinga and William Lane Craig are known  for being leading proponents of 

Molinism 92 , yet seem unaware that the teaching of Molin was not original but based on 

Savonarola.  

As we shall see, if todayôs apologists were aware of Savonarolaôs teaching they would 

have found the key to several of the Apo logetic problems of presentation.  

One who has not overlooked Savonarola is Cardinal Avery Dulles, the foremost Catholic 

Apologist. But his references 93  to him are restricted to note his historical context and 

that he was influenced by Aquinas.  

Todayôs Catholics often hold Savonarola in high esteem and think that the church could 

still stand some reform. As mentioned earlier, a new Italian edition was published in 

2001, Il trionfo della croce. La ragionevolezza della fede :  óThe Triumph of the 

Cross. The reaso nableness of faith ô by Prof. Giorgio Carbone OP and published by 

Edizioni Studio Domenicano , in Italy. This Dominican publisher continues to seek the 

rehabilitation of Savonarola and the publication seeks to use the work as an apologetic 

(defence) for Savo narola as well as a foundation for faith.  

 

 

 

6  His Authority  

 

                                            
91  Published by Inter Varsity Press, Downers Grove.1994.  

92  An explanation of Molinism is given later in this thesis.  

93  Avery Dulles, A History of Apologetics , Ignatius Press, San Fra ncisco, 2005  
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He preached prophetically and in a way that sounded as if his revelations were the 

authority for what he said. But closer examination shows that he had little confidence in 

himself as an authority to  be appealed to in argument. His writings and sermons are 

permeated with Scripture as the final authority, though he did regard his ordination and 

license to preach as authority conferred upon him by Christ through the Church. But that 

Church only has auth ority when it itself is under authority. Explicitly he gave special 

emphasis to the authority of the Bible, over the Church. óI preach the regeneration of 

the church, taking the Scriptures as my sole guide.ô 

 

 

7  His use of Scripture  

 

For Savonarola the key to interpreting the Scriptures was to be found in prayer and a 

prayerful submissive attitude before the Word of God. He quotes the words of Jesus 

concerning the need for óspirit and truthô in the worshipper, and applies it to the 

ceremonies and exterior rites  of the Church in its approach to Scripture. óThe hour 

comes, and now is, when true worshippers shall worship the Father in spirit and in truth' 

John 4: 21 -23 .  

He saw the interface with Scripture as an opportunity to meet with Christ and to 

understand some thing of the mind of Christ. The reader should be inspired by Scripture. 

óThe love of Jesus Christ is the lively affection inspiring the faithful with the desire to 

bring his soul into unity, as it were, with that of Christ, and live the life of the Lord, not 

by external imitation, but by inward and Divine inspiration.ô 94  

His foundational belief was in the final authority of Scripture. This was not a belief that 

was held by most of his contemporaries who normally looked for direction from earthly 

authoritie s. This is the reason for him not claiming or appealing to any authority in his 

Triumph of the Cross . He writes , óWe will not appeal to any authority, no matter how 

learned they may be. Instead, we shall proceed as if we had confidence in no one, and 

depen d on reason alone.ô 95  

For him it was natural to trust the authority of Scripture and he could not understand 

how anyone could resist the Word of the Lord. It was the Bible that had been his guide 

as a youth; his consolation in grief and it had educated and  formed his mind. As noted, it 

is probable that he had memorised the whole Bible before the age of twenty.  

The Bible was his main focus of study and meditation. For him it was a living means of 

communication, revelation and inspiration. He could not even o pen the Bible without a 

sense of awe at holding and reading the Word from  God.  

As taught by his grandfather, he continued to cover the margins of his Bible with notes 

to record his insights and interpretations of each passage. Though he seemed able to 

find  a Scripture to describe and direct every course of action, yet he was careful about 

using proof texts. He urged great care in coming to an interpretation of a passage. He 

wrote the following directions in one of his marginal notes ï  

                                            
94  Villari  ï Book 1 Ch 7.  

95  TOTC ï Page 82  
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It is necessary to be  acquainted with languages and history, to continually read 

and have long familiarity ( with the Bible ); it is necessary to be careful not to run 

counter to reason.  We must not turn the Bible to our own ends, for by so doing 

the human intellect would usurp  the place of the Divine Word.  

Divine grace shall be his guide. Therefore let the faithful prepare himself to read 

the Bible by great purity of heart, by long practice of charity, by raising his 

thoughts above earthly things; for we may not comprehend thi s book by the 

intellect alone, but must also bring our heart and soul to the task. Only in this 

way can we enter without peril into this infinite world of the Holy Scriptures, and 

obtain the light needed for our salvation. 96  

 

His sermons and his writings rev eal his practical hermeneutical approach. His first step 

was to try to determine the plain meaning of the text. To do this he analysed the text by 

reference to the original languages of Greek, Hebrew and Aramaic. Next he took note of 

the historical context  of the text and also gave due attention to the literary genre of the 

text ï prophetic, narrative, poetic, apocalyptic, etc.  

Having looked at the plain meaning and message of the text and what it might have 

meant for the original author and readership, he moved to his next focus of attention.  

What was the reason that the Holy Spirit had for including the text in Scripture and 

preserving it for the instruction and correction of his generation? At this stage his 

method was to assign each passage to four cate gories of interpretation -  spiritual, moral, 

allegorical, and anagogical (mystical).  

Looking back on this period from our vantage point in the 21 st  Century we need to 

realise that most people at most places and at most times in the history of the 

Church ï have not had access to a Bible . In our day we have developed a devotional 

discipline expected of each believer that involves reading and reflecting on the 

Scriptures. What we have to realise is that for most people that form of devotion was an 

impossibili ty. Therefore there was more emphasis on the public reading of Scripture and 

a spirituality that focussed more on the sacraments and the Church. The fact that for 

long periods only the clergy had access to the Scriptures, gave them a position of power.  

Sav onarola lived at the moment of change. Printing had made the Scriptures available to 

many and would soon enable all literate people to have their own copy.  His response 

was to elevate, teach and expound the Scriptures ï and then send the people to read 

th e Word for themselves.  

 

 

8  His use of Philosophy  

 

Savonarola was of the opinion that: 'An old woman knows more about the Faith than 

Plato.' 97  This was his response to a city filled with the philosophy of Plato and the 

ancients which came from the east through the teaching of those expelled from 

                                            
96  Villari  ï Book 1 Ch 7.  

97  V. H. H. Green, Renaissance and Reformation: A Survey of European History between 
1450 and 1660 ; Edward Arnold, London. 1952. Page 118.  
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Constantinople, and with the philosophy of Aristotle from the west through Islamic 

Scholars expelled from Spain.  

His own early education had centred on the teaching of the Dominican, Aquinas, and the 

philosophy of Aristo tle. On arrival in Florence he met up with Marsilio Ficino of the 

Platonic Academy. He always evaluated every philosophy by the one fundamental 

certainty which he held ï that man has a purpose and that the grace of God has made 

provision in Christ to enabl e that purpose to be fulfilled.  

It is right here that he parts company with Aquinas who conceded too much to Aristotle. 

As the Cambridge Academic, Angela Tilby has carefully explained ï  

Thomas Aquinas the great Dominican theologian of the 12th Century, be lieved in 

the authority of Scripture, but tried to marry this to the insights of deductive 

reason.  His whole theological achievement was an attempt to reconcile Christian 

doctrine with the philosophy of Aristotle.  98  

 

Up to Aquinas the Church had tended tow ard the philosophy of Plato with its emphasis 

on óessenceô as the true reality. This concept saw the present world as transient and the 

objects we experience with our senses as changeable, but the essence  of these objects 

was fixed and eternal; existing in  some spiritual realm. This was easy for the Church to 

accommodate with its teaching on the division of the universe into the inherently 

imperfect, corrupt world of material existence and the perfect , heavenly world of the 

Spirit.  

Aristotle maintained th at óexistence ô is primary and that what we experience through our 

senses is reality. According to Plato, existence , or the everyday world of objects such as 

tables, chairs, and dogs, is inherently inferior to essence . Savonarola concluded that 

Platoôs theory was deficient, because it is unable to explain the origin of existence. Both 

of the two ancient philosophies led to deficient definitions of the human soul, reality and 

creation.  

Again, if any one will read the philosophical books dealing with the unive rse, its 

purpose, and its supposed beginning and end, he will find almost as many errors 

as there are words. And, although Aristotle and some of his followers have tried 

to prove that the world is eternal, the Aristotelian arguments are so weak, that 

any e ducated man could easily refute them. 99  

 

Savonarola takes the concept of óessenceô and says that the real óessenceô is within.  

It cannot be denied that an intelligent mind is the essence of what makes us 

human. Everyone acknowledges that it is the rationalit y of man which 

distinguishes him from other animals. This distinction could not exist if a rational 

soul were not the essence of a man.  100  

 

The Priorôs principle objection to Aristotle and Plato was that their whole philosophy goes 

                                            
98  Angela Tilby, Science and the Soul,  SPCK, London 1992, page 121  

99  TOTC ï Page 172.  

100  TOTC ï Page 98.  
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nowhere but stops at the c ontemplation of speculative science. In his Sermon 22  on the 

Book of Exodus, he underlined his position:  

And I say this because some people want to make all of Plato Christian. Rather, 

let Plato be Plato and Aristotle be Aristotle; do not make them Christi ans, because 

they are not. 101  

 

In the Triumph of the Cross , he asserts ï  

Philosophers entangle themselves as they try to discover the goal of human life, 

by natural reason. Nor can they be expected to speak with certainty or clarity 

about religion or about v irtuous living when they ignore the most im portant 

element of life. We need not, therefore, be surprised, that the religious systems 

of the philosophers are imperfect, and filled with error .102  

 

He was obviously a child of his age with the same scientific as sumptions as his fellows. 

For example, this means that he understands the principles of gravity, but not the laws 

governing it. So he accepts and argues from the Greek philosophical concept of the 

elements.  

The stars and planets are more remote from earth  than the elements 103 , and the 

elements are universal causes of things on earth 104  

 

He also accepts the principles of philosophical thought and in The Triumph of the Cross , 

he gratefully uses the science of logic -  particularly using inductive arguments to pro ceed 

from the known to the unknown.  

 

 

9  His use of logic  

 

Aristotle believed that nothing exists within the conscious mind that has not been 

experienced first by the senses. All our thoughts and ideas have come into our 

consciousness through what we have hear d and seen.  But we also have innate power of 

reason.  He saw this as the most distinguishing faculty of humanity but still believed that 

our reasoning is completely empty until we have sensed something.  So we have no 

innate ideas.  

He also noticed that th e reasoning method of the human mind is to classify and group 

experiences and entities.  He began a study of the real world believing that everything 

                                            
101  Timothy Verdon Contributor, John Henderson, editor, Christianity and the Renaissance: 
Image and Religious Imagination in the Quattrocento,  Syracuse University Press. Syracuse, 
NY. 1990. Pa ge 527.  

102  TOTC ï Page 171.  

103  Elements ï in Greek philosophy the four elements are fire, earth, air and water. They were 

seen as the cause of weather and climate.  

104  TOTC ï Page 176.  
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could be categorised and organised.  From this organising of categories he went on to 

develop his idea of logic -  which was a way of reasoning about the relationships between 

categories.  

When Thomas Aquinas took up the insights of Aristotle, he embraced the ideal of 

categories and became a prolific writer and great systematiser of ideas. Colin Brown 

suggests that much of his thought was not original, but what he learned from others was 

worked into great schemes ï particularly in his Summa Theologiae .   In this he presented 

a synthesis of Aristotelian logic and Christian theology in the conviction that there can  be 

no contradiction between the truths of faith, based on divine revelation, and those of 

human reason. Some truths, such as that of the mystery of the incarnation, can be 

known only through revelation, and others, such as that of the material world, only  

through experience; still others, such as that of the existence of God, are known through 

both equally. All knowledge originates in sensation, but sense data can be made 

intelligible only by the activity of the intellect, which elevates thought toward kno wledge 

of God.  

Savonarola took up the deductive logic of Aristotle and the insights of Aquinas, because 

they provided the ógrammarô to enable him to reason and communicate.  

It is interesting to note that even though the Protestant Reformers demanded total  

reliance on Scripture, they too, relied on Aristotleôs methods to engage in theological 

reasoning as well as in biblical interpretation. All of them had been taught his deductive 

logic and gave reason an important place in their theology. Luther used reas on as a 

means to develop a dogmatic theology. While Calvin was able to interpret some 

Scriptures simply by appeal to the teaching of Aristotle 105 . When they debated and 

argued, they used scholastic logic; seen especially in such documents as those produced 

at the Synod of Dort. This is the form of argument Savonarola uses. It is lifted from the 

method of Aquinas in his Summa Theologiae.  The argument is presented, then the 

counter argument is considered and finally a rebuttal of the counter argument is offere d.  

 

 

10  His Apologetic Purpose  

 

Why do we need Apologetics? Who is the target audience? What is the purpose?. 

Savonarola helps us see what Apologetics involves and how it relates to faith. But most 

powerfully he defines the role and purpose of Apologetics.  

The Scriptures command our involvement in the apologetic task and he expounds the 

teaching it gives -  

1 Peter 3:15  But in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to 

give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope 

that y ou have . But do this with gentleness and respect,  

Titus 1:9  He must hold firmly to the trustworthy message as it has been taught, 

                                            
105  A case in point is Calvinôs explanation of predestination in Ephesians 1:5 in which he drew on 
Aristotleôs fourfold notion of causation. What is interesting in this passage is the fact that Calvin 
adopts without question Aristotelian categories in order to express his understanding of Biblical 

teaching . Colin Brown, Christianit y And Western Thought, Volume One , Inter Varsity Press, 
Downers Grove, Illinois, 1990.  Page 153  
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so that he can encourage  others by sound doctrine and refute those who 

oppose  it.  

Jude 1:3  Dear friends, although I was very  eager to write to you about the 

salvation we share, I felt I had to write and urge you to contend  for the faith 

that was once for all entrusted to the saints.  

 

We are called to ï be prepared with reasons and answers, to encourage, oppose, and 

contend for the Truth, which has been revealed. The purpose is   -   

To confirm the faith of people whose belief has been shaken 106  

 

He wanted to re -affirm the faith of those who had been shaken by the secular ówisdom of 

their dayô. In doing this he sought to protect the weak and guard the faithful. He wanted 

to help faith come to an understanding of itself ï to become settled in the mind and 

heart of the believer. Here, like Anselm in his celebrated phrase Credo ut Intelligam ï óI 

believe so that I may understandô, faith c omes first and is not created by the reasoning.   

We are not saying that these proofs are what cause Christians to believe. 

Christians are estab lished in their faith through the special revelation of God; 

otherwise, their faith would not be a matter of tru st, but opinion. But such 

evidences confirm us in our Faith, and prove to our adversaries that our believing 

is not mindless, but thoughtful and with intellectual rigour. 107  

There are those who are enlightened by God, and have embraced the Faith, 

without pr oofs. They then go on to strengthen their own belief and that of others, 

by investigating the grounds of their faith. These deserve praise because they 

obey the instruction of St. Peter óin your hearts set apart Christ as Lord. Always 

be prepared to give a n answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for 

the hope that you haveô. (1 Peter 3:15) 108  

 

This purpose of protecting and preserving faith is fundamentally important. We have 

grossly underestimated the way in which our young people have had their f aith eaten 

away and some who have looked for reassurance but found no answers have turned into 

the fiercest opponents of the Christian faith.  109  

                                            
106  TOTC ï Page 81  

107  TOTC ï page 83  

108  TOTC ï Page 81  

109  David Sanford, in his book, If God Disappears: 9 Faith Wreckers and What to Do about 
Them ; Tyndale, Wheaton . 2008. Page 15, writes -  I havenôt always believed that. In fact, my 
father is an atheist. I was raised to not believe in God. When I became a Christian, my dad saw it 
as an act of rebellion. Later, I studied under a German existentialist philosopher. I d ared her to 

prove there isnôt a God. óIf youôre right,ô I said, in essence, óIôll stop being a Christian.ô Instead, 
after studying the writings of the most renowned atheists of the past four centuries, my Christian 
faith was stronger than ever.  

Why is it, I wondered, that these men and women can write brilliantly about any area of 
philosophy, but they get so angry and irrational when writing about God, the church, and the 
Christian faith?  

After studying their biographies, I discovered the most common reason : Very bad things happened 

to them or their loved ones, often when they were very young. Many even went on to study in 
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One example is Jean Paul Sartre who was one of the most influential atheistic 

philosophers of the last century. As a teenager his doubts and questions about the 

rationality of faith caused him to reject God and religion. But shortly before his death, 

Sartre relented. The Nouvel Observateur records these words: óI do not feel that I am 

the product of chance, a speck of dust in the universe, but someone who was expected, 

prepared, prefigured. In short, a being whom only a Creator could put here; and this 

idea of a creating hand refers to God.ô 110  

 

To Prepare unbelievers for the reception of super natural enlightenment 111  

He wanted to challenge the intellectuals of his day, with reasons, to open their minds up 

to the philosophical consistency of the Christian faith. In doing this there was the hope 

that they might also have their hearts opened to the gospel.  

Our Faith ca nnot be proved by natural prin ciples and causes. But, the past and 

present events of Church history do afford arguments in support of our religion 

that are so convincing that no logical mind can reject them. At the same time, no 

one believes that faith it self depends upon these arguments, seeing that it is óthe 

gift of God ð not by works, so that no one can boastô. (Ephes. 2:8-9)  

To use human reasoning for such purposes does not detract from the value of 

faith. The saying that faith proved by argument has no merit, refers only to the 

faith of people who refuse to believe without proof. 112  

 

He admits that grace is by revelation not reason, but he believed, like Gresham Machen 

-   

It is true that argument alone will not make a man a Christian. But because 

argum ent is insufficient it does not follow that argument is unnecessary. 113  

 

 

Savonarola states  

It could look like a waste of time to evaluate and analyse our Faith, when it is 

based on the miraculous works of our Saviour Jesus Christ (which are obvious to 

the who le world) and on the teaching of venerable theologians. Nevertheless, 

there are men living today in such bondage to sin, that, even in the light of the 

noonday sun, they grope in darkness, and scorn the marvels of heavenly science. 

I am, therefore, on fire  with zeal for the House of God 114 ,  and concerned for the 

                                                                                                                                        
seminary, but they didnôt find the answers they were looking for. So they turned against God with 
a vengeance. It can happen to any of us .  

110  This statement originally appeared in French in Nouvel Observateur . It first appeared in 
English in National Review , June 11, 1982  

111  TOTC ï Page 81  

112  TOTC ï Page 81  

113  Gresham Machen, The Importance of Christian Scholarship in the Defence of the 
Gospel .   A reprinted talk given in London in 1932 and reproduced in New Reformation 

Magazine , September 1996  

114  Psalm 69:9 -  for zeal for your house consumes me, and the insults of those who insult you fall 
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salvation of these misguided men. I want to rouse them from their slumber and 

bring to their memory, the things of Christ, which they have either forgotten or 

driven from their hearts. 115  

 

To enable the  faithful to refute the arguments of non - believers. 116  

Savonarola identifies the need, not just to refute the arguments of non -believers, but to 

enable the ordinary believer to do so. For him Apologetics was not just the domain of the 

professional, but like  St Peter, he saw the need for every believer to have a reason for 

his or her hope in Christ. Sadly we have forgotten and lost this purpose.  

But his aim also was to enable the believer to refute the arguments of non -believers. 

This might appear a more ambi tious aim, yet with some teaching it is possible to equip 

people to expose the inconsistencies of secular arguments.  

For example a dominant influence in European culture is Secular Humanism. It holds 

sway in the media and in the academic world. Its Worldvi ew and aims are set out in its 

Manifestos 117  1 and 2 and a revision in 2000. 118  In 1933 Humanism saw itself as a new 

religion -  without God. Humanists believed that man could find the answer to everything, 

create new morality, bring world peace, and issue in a  utopia ï because the idea of God 

was being eliminated. But that belief is refuted because in practise none of these things 

followed .  

 

Manifesto 2 asserted that,  

 No deity will save us; man is mankindôs only hope. 

 Ethics are autonomous ï each person deci des what is right and wrong.  

 Human life has meaning because we are the ones who develop our futures.  

 Sexual expression has been repressed by intolerant religious sanctions but we 

believe there should be a right to abortion, divorce and sexual activity betw een 

consenting adults.  

 

Their inconsistencies are exposed in that they are against rape and incest, but have no 

ground for saying so, because they have no belief in óright and wrongô believing each 

person can choose their own actions and behaviour. Instead  of bringing human life to 

maturity, it has become a culture of death and disease.  

 

d)  To expose the irrationality of non - beli eversô arguments so that simple 

                                                                                                                                        
on me.  

115  TOTC ï Page 81  

116  TOTC ï Page 81  

117  Paul Kurtz, editor, Humanist Manifestos I and II , Prometheus Books 1984  

118  Paul Kurtz, editor, Humanist Manifesto 2000: A Call for New Planetary Humanism , 
Prometheus Books 2000  
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 and  uneducated people are released from the deception played 

on them 119  

 

He believed that the Chri stian Faith is grounded in truth, therefore any philosophy or 

argument which opposed the Faith must be false and open to being refuted. He realised 

that this was something that required divine assistance from the God of truth. 

Unfortunately, today such con fidence in the truth has been lost and ground has been 

yielded to atheistic arguments, which should have never been surrendered. Gresham 

Machen laments this when he says,  

There are some perils that should be avoided, in particular the peril of 

acquainting ourselves of what is said against the Christian religion without ever 

obtaining any really orderly acquaintance with what can be said for it.  The 

Christian religion flourishes not in the darkness but in the light. Intellectual 

slothfulness is no remedy fo r unbelief. The true remedy is consecration of 

intellectual powers to the service of our Lord Jesus Christ. 120  

 

 

11  His Apologetic Premises  

 

His epistemology 121  compared to 21st Century theories  

 

How do we gain knowledge? How do we know what is true and truth? Ther e is 

induction , which is simply gathering the available evidence. Deduction is working with 

the evidence so that conclusive results can be reached.  (The Scriptures have many 

examples of this). Empirical data is the information obtained through experience a nd 

through the senses . Rationalism is reasoned belief based upon evidence. Revelation  

involves a disclosure made by God either to all men through creation, or in special 

revelation through Scripture and the witness of the Holy Spirit.  

In the Scriptures the re are examples of each of these ways of arriving at truth, and no 

one way is put forward as the only legitimate method.  

Savonarolaôs epistemology was based on experience plus reason. Following Aristotle, he 

appealed to the Universe of Discourse , which is  the logical process whereby ideas and 

truth claims are matched against the evidence of the truth maker ï the world or the 

Universe. Truth is what corresponds to reality. If it is said that there is a tree in the 

garden, the truth of the statement is eithe r verified or denied by reality ï either there is 

a tree or there is not.  Following this method a man could proceed by reason to discover 

supernatural realities. With this conviction, Savonarola determined to provide an 

apologetic which did not depend on óauthoritiesô, nor the Bible nor the Church ï but on 

reason. He believed that the Faith is reasonable and therefore can be presented in a 

rational manner.  

                                            
119  TOTC ï Page 81  

120  Gresham Machen, The Importance of Christian Scholarship in the Defence of  the 
Gospel.  A reprinted talk given in London in 1932 and reproduced in  New Reformation 
Magazine , September 1996  

121  Epistemology   -  a branch of philosophy that investigates the origin, nature, methods, and limits 
of human knowledge.  
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 We will not appeal to any authority, no matter how learned they may be. 

Instead, we shall proceed a s if we had confidence in no one, and depend on 

reason alone. By following such a method, we should satisfy everyone, apart from 

the totally unreasonable. 122  

 

This knowledge can only be possible because God in his grace has granted free will to 

men and placed  them in a creation that reveals the creator.  

Those who live in distant lands where Christianity is unknown have no 

ground for excuse or complaint. Because all men are endowed with reason, 

which leads to the knowledge of God, and God has also revealed 123  him self 

in the natural order of creation. 124  

 

This knowledge is not sufficient for salvation and fullness of faith. What is required is a 

further act of grace as Godôs Spirit imparts light and insight and draws a person to 

Christ.  Those who seek to follow the l ight God gives in creation and conscience find God 

will reveal the greater light through special revelation (as recorded in Scripture) ï 

through a preacher, a vision or dream, an angel, or through scripture.  

If any one does use their reason and recognise t hat there must be a 

creator, and turns to God for understanding, then Almighty God, the 

Supreme Good, will not fail to reveal himself and His salvation. He will 

enlighten him, either by inward inspiration, as He enlightened Job; or by 

the ministry of angel s, as He instructed Cornelius the Centurion 125 ; or by 

preaching, as He taught the Eunuch of Candace 126  through the ministry of 

Philip the Apostle . 127  

 

(This is supported in our day by reports of numbers of Muslims coming to faith after 

having visions of Jesus spe aking to them directly).  

In appealing to reason alone he was meeting the humanists of his day, on their own 

                                            
122  TOTC ï Page 82  

123  Roma ns 1:18 -20 -  The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness 
and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness,  since what may be known 

about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them. For since the creation of the 

world God's invisible qualities ðhis eternal power and divine nature ðhave been clearly seen, being 
understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse.  

124  TOTC ï Book 2 Ch 16  

125  Acts 10:3 -4 -  One day at about three in the a fternoon he had a vision. He distinctly saw an 
angel of God, who came to him and said, "Cornelius!" Cornelius stared at him in fear. "What is it, 
Lord?" he asked.     

126  Acts 8:27 -31 -    (Philip) started out, and on his way he met an Ethiopian eunuch, an im portant 
official in charge of all the treasury of Candace, queen of the Ethiopians. This man had gone to 
Jerusalem to worship, and on his way home was sitting in his chariot reading the book of Isaiah 
the prophet.  The Spirit told Philip, "Go to that chari ot and stay near it."  Then Philip ran up to the 
chariot and heard the man reading Isaiah the prophet. "Do you understand what you are reading?" 
Philip asked.  "How can I," he said, "unless someone explains it to me?" So he invited Philip to 

come up and si t with him.  

127  TOTC ï Page 132  
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ground. In the 15 th  Century, those who began to adopt the rationalism of the earlier 

Greek philosophers were called Humanists. The university studie s in these areas of arts 

and philosophy became known as óhumanitiesô. They celebrated knowledge that came 

from human reason, and was not dependent on revelation from God. Those who wanted 

to embrace Greek insights and maintain the place of revelation, were  known as Christian 

Humanists. Among them was Erasmus who provided the first reliable Greek text of the 

New Testament. This renaissance of learning and the development of humanism is very 

important as it still provides the basis for the philosophies and as sumptions made by 

societies in the 21 st  Century.  

Many today define óknowledgeô or óproof ó as restricted to scientific investigation alone, 

and that whatever ófaithô may be; It is not óscientificô.  This attitude agrees with that of 

philosopher Bertrand Rus sell (1872 ï1970), who said: óWhatever knowledge is attainable, 

must be attained by scientific methods; and what science cannot discover, mankind 

cannot knowô.128  Such a position is obviously false, because it disregards the limitations 

of scientific enquiry.  It would make witness testimony useless and close off the study of 

most of history and other of the humanities .  

The attitude that only scientific proof is valid has lead to the assumption that one cannot 

prove the existence of God and  to claim to believe  in such a God is irrational. However 

in recent years the realm of science has been tarnished in the eyes of the popular media. 

And the media is very ready to show up the faults and failures of the once trusted 

scientific ósavioursô. The scientific communi ty itself has acknowledged this to be the case 

in some of its recent conferences. They have been found to be fallible and responsible 

for great harm in areas such as BSE, CJD, nuclear safety, and other medical 

interventions including breast implants.  

The media has seen behind the scientific research, and recognised the hand of big 

business, so that today the motive, means and outcomes are viewed with suspicion. This 

is evident in the discussion on GM crops.  

Bill Joy, one of the original designers of the U nix operating system and founder and chief 

scientist of the software maker Sun Micro Systems, made a sombre warning about the 

risks from new scientific developments. He said, óThe 21st century technologies ï 

genetics, nanotechnology and robotics are so pow erful that they can spawn whole new 

classes of accidents and abuses. Most dangerously, for the first time, these accidents 

and abuses are widely within the reach of individuals or small groups. They will not 

require large facilities or rare raw materials. Knowledge alone will enable the use of 

themô. He concludes, ô The only realistic alternative I see is relinquishment: to limit 

development of the technologies that are too dangerous by limiting our pursuit of certain 

kinds of knowledge.ô 129  

This has had a cul tural impact to the point where certainties are thought to be a luxury 

no longer in stock. Our post -modern age feels that there is only a truth that each 

individual must make for himself or herself. However there is very little given from which 

this truth may be constructed.  

Historically Søren Kierkegaard (1813 -1855) laid the foundation for this form of 

                                            
128  Bertrand Russell, Religion and Science : new edition with Introduction by Michael Ruse, 
Oxford University Press, 1997, page 243  

129  The Times, London, 15 March 2000  
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existentialism. He believed human reason has reached its limit. Therefore, one must take 

a óleap of faithô beyond all categories of knowledge and reason, a nd let go of rationalism, 

to make a faith commitment.  This led to the idea that faith has nothing to do with 

reason and is not based on knowledge. This conclusion was then justified by saying that 

if faith is based on knowledge or certainty ï then it is n ot faith.  

 

Principles of Advocacy . But there is a more pragmatic means of handling evidence to 

reach valid conclusions. It is the sophisticated tool of advocacy found in the law courts. 

It also finds expression in the way most people live their everyday l ives ï because it 

works.  

Many lawyers have come to faith by using their legal skills and principles of advocacy to 

sift the evidence, and have found in the resurrection of Jesus, the proof they need. Many 

major judges and Law Lords have come to faith in t his way. Lord Atkin, Lord Denning, 

Lord Diplock, Lord Mackay, and Lord Hailsham are just a few. In his biography, Lord 

Hailsham tells of his coming to conversion through legal processes. The most helpful 

Alpha course, which has brought many people to Chris t, has been composed and 

presented by Christian barristers ï using principles of advocacy.  

The principles of advocacy used to weigh evidence, begin with a presumption of 

innocence ï that the evidence is not deceitful. Witness evidence is valid but its valu e 

depends upon the quality of the witness not on the quantity of witnesses. Hearsay and 

subjective impressions do not form acceptable evidence. (When the media presents 

someone to tell us whether the resurrection took place or not -  be they bishop, 

theolog ian or crank -  they are easily dismissed by simply asking -  'Were you there?' 

Their evidence would not be admissible in a criminal court because it is hearsay.) The 

evidence is based on facts. A jury is told only to deal with the facts and not with their 

preconceptions. This is a most helpful discipline -  to put preconceptions to one side. The 

evidence needs a standard of proof. In criminal law, the standard is high. It is not just 

51% or even 75%, but beyond reasonable doubt .  The standard of proof is prob ability; 

not possibility.  

 

The key thing to note is that absolute certainty is a luxury hardly ever available 

-  in any walk of life, or any situation. It is very important because so many people 

considering the claims of Jesus are looking for absolute cert ainty -  and yet such a 

standard is unreasonable. All personal decisions are based on probability, and not 

certainty. Probability is the basis on which you live your life day by day.  

What bridges the gap between probability and certainty is faith. Faith is  not based on 

possibilities but on probability. For example there is no certain evidence available for 

making a personal commitment to a marriage, no one knows what the future may hold 

in any relationship. Yet on the basis of a friendship and a mutual attr action people will 

make a commitment, feeling that the probability is strong enough for a good marriage. 

When we ask any person to make a commitment to Jesus Christ we are not asking them 

to do anything more or less than they do in other areas of their lif e, which is to weigh 

the evidence and to act on the basis of probability.  

The principles, developed in advocacy over the centuries, are very close to the Universe 

of Discourse  methodology used by Savonarola.  

The complexity of religious language  
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How can w e talk about God? Some say that God talk is equivocal, -  words applied to God 

and man have totally different meanings. Other say univocal, -  words applied to God and 

man have identical meanings. Yet others say analogical -  words applied to God and man 

have  similar meanings. This formed a discussion among Christians and philosophers and 

Aquinas said, óWords must be used in the same way, but applied only in a similar way. 

All limitations must be removed from a term before applying it to Godô But then the 

secu lar philosophers began to assert that all God talk is nonsense.  

 

AJ Ayer ( 1910 ï 1989) was a twentieth century English Philosopher who taught that all 

talk of God is meaningless. He put forward his Verification Principle   -  which stated that 

only what can be known and experienced through the five physical senses is sense  or 

reason . He used the word ósenseô to mean reason , as well as óthe physical experience of 

realityô. So he declared God, and all talk of God, as meaningless, because God cannot be 

proved or  known by the five senses. The problem with this assertion is that the 

Verification Principle  itself, cannot be tested or affirmed by the five senses because it is a 

philosophical concept and not a physical reality. It is therefore self - refuting.  

Ayerôs followers also assert that talk of an infinite God must be meaningless because our 

words are finite. It is true that we use the same words to describe God as we use to 

describe the natural world. But in one instance we use them in a finite sense and in the 

other we use them in an infinite sense. This does not mean that God talk is nonsense, 

but it does often have the quality of analogy.  

Christian Philosopher, Colin Brown points out -  

When we talk about God, we can do no other than talk in limited analogies.  For 

God is not an object of time and space.  On the other hand, there is a genuine 

point of comparison.  The truth of Christianity emerges in the act of living it 

out .130    

 

Savonarola  deals with this issue concisely and clearly. He is confident in talking of God 

because God himself has provided the allegories, he has spoken in words in Scripture 

and he has spoken through his Son  -  the Logos .   

An allegory requires, first, that the words should narrate, not a fiction, but some 

fact that has really occurred.  Secondly, that this fact should prefigure some future 

event. Thirdly, that the fact narrated should have had real significance at the time 

it took place, and also as a forecast of some future occurrence. As no one but 

God can compose such allegories, and as the Holy Scriptures are full of them, it is 

clear that only God can be their author. The language and style of the Bible are 

matchless, and none of our most learned and eloquent doctors have ever been 

able to imitate it. This is a clear proof that the H oly Scriptures are a divine 

creation and not a human work. 131  

 

Faith, Reason and Revelation  

                                            
130  Brown, Colin, Philosophy And The Christian Faith , Tyndale Press, London 1969, page 48  

131  TOTC -  Page 110  
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How do we come to faith?  Do we discover the truth of the gospel and the character of 

God through reason or revelation? Is the human mind capable of discovering truth  or has 

it become so corrupted at the fall that it is helpless in any spiritual enquiry? These 

questions are of prime importance because they affect the way we approach Apologetics, 

and even lead some to reject Apologetics as an invalid enterprise.  

There are Scriptures that seem to support different views concerning the relationship of 

faith and reason. Some seem to suggest that faith is based on revelation alone, others 

suggest reason alone, and others suggest reason and revelation together are essential.   

 

Revelation Only. Some preachers today are convinced that there is no room for reason 

in the journey of faith. If God revealed himself in nature it would have been distorted by 

fallen man, and nature is itself fallen. R C Sproul points out that though the  Catholic and 

Reformed positions were divided on the place of reason in revelation, they were united in 

dismissing outright humanism, and in recognizing the corruption of man through sin.  

Nowhere do we find more clear evidence of the impact of secularism o n Christian 

thinking than in the sphere of anthropology.  Christian anthropology rests not 

merely on the biblical concept of creation, but on the biblical concept of the fall.  

Virtually every Christian denomination historically has some doctrine of origin al 

sin in its creeds and confessions.  These confessional statements do not all agree 

on the scope or extent of original sin, but they all repudiate everything that would 

be compatible with humanism. 132    

 

Such people believe there is no natural revelation an d therefore no use for theistic 

proofs. A key advocate of this position was Kierkegaard, who said that man is incapable 

of discovering divine truth because God is wholly óotherô. God can only be known through 

a óleap of blind faithô against  reason. What we  believe is more important than objective 

truth. What is required is not an argument of reason, but an act of the will. The 

resurrection need not be objectively true ï what matters is that you believe it 

subjectively.  

Karl Barth was a great 20 th  century th eologian who furthered the idea that God is ówholly 

other ô and cannot be known by reason ï to try to know God by reason is futile.  

Reformers like Luther and Calvin wanted to stress that revelation is an act of grace and 

self -disclosure on Godôs part and not an optional path for those who found reasoning 

wearisome.  As Alvin Plantinga says  ï  

Reformed or Calvinist theologians have for most part taken a dim view of this 

enterprise.  A few reformed thinkers, B. B Warfield, for example, endorse the 

theistic pr oofs, but for the most part the reformed attitude has ranged from tepid 

endorsement, through indifference, to suspicion, hostility, and outright 

accusations of blasphemy.  And this stance is initially puzzling.  It looks a little 

like the attitude some Chr istians adopt toward faith healing; it can't be done, and 

                                            
132  Sproul, R.C., Willing To Believe , Baker Book House, Grand Rapids, 1997. Page 20  
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even if it could, it shouldn't be. 133    

 

Cornelius Van Til (1895 ï 1987) was a pre -suppositionalist apologist who believed that 

there was no common ground for reasoning with non -Christians. To come to  faith the 

unbeliever had to pre -suppose the existence of God.  

 

Reason Only. Few would be so bold as to say that we can discover God and come to 

faith just by the power of reason. Immanuel Kant (1724 ï 1804) taught that we cannot 

find God by pure speculati on, but by practical moral reasoning it becomes clear that we 

have to live as if God exists.  God is required to make sense of our moral duty in this 

life. Reason tells us there must be a moral lawgiver for us to have the moral law.  

Earlier René Descartes (1596 -1650) had tried to establish rationalism as the foundation 

of all knowledge and that by reasoning one could establish the existence of God and 

come to some measure of faith. Today those who wish to establish reason as the only 

valid route to knowledg e, are more likely to focus their arguments on destroying faith 

and proving that belief in God and miracles is irrational.  

 

Reason over Revelation. An early approach saw reason as over revelation. The 

Alexandrian Fathers of the early Church (including Clem ent of Alexandria and Justin 

Martyr) gave high regard to the Greek philosophers and their theories of knowledge. 

They, and also modern higher critics, taught that reason sits in authority over the Bible, 

because human reason is needed to evaluate the truth  of the Bible. This approach is still 

dominant today and has links to deism, which teaches that God created the world and 

now stands back from creation and does not interact nor intervene.  

 

Revelation over Reason. Tertullian (ca.160 ï ca. 220 AD) rejected the supremacy of 

reason, but argued that reason is required to respond to revelation, but not replace 

revelation. His distrust of speculative reasoning is seen in his assertion that philosophers 

are the fathers of all heresies and asked, óWhat indeed has A thens to do with 

Jerusalem?ô  

Luther 134  and Calvin saw revelation from God as the source of knowledge and the final 

revelation to be in Jesus Christ and in his written word, the Bible. It was the ultimate 

authority ï not the Pope, nor philosophical reasoning s.  

 

Revelation and Reason. Augustine taught both reason and revelation were exercised 

together, because each has its place. He said that ófaith is understandingôs step and 

understanding is faithôs rewardô. One cannot believe in something without some 

unde rstanding of the ósomethingô in which trust is placed. We can prove God from reason 

but sin blinds us to the fullness of truth, so faith needs revelation. We should reason to 

                                            
133  James Sennett, editor, The Analytic Theist -  An Alvin Plantinga Reader , Eerdmans 
Publishing, Cambridge, 1998, Page 139  

134  Luth erôs last sermon at Wittenburg has gone down in history as a classic invective against 

reason, óthe Devilôs whoreô. Brown, Colin, Christianity And Western Thought, Volume One , 
Inter Varsity Press, Downers Grove, Illinois, 1990. Page 148  
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the Bible as Godôs revelation and then submit to that revelation. 

Thomas Aquinas stressed the place of reason, even more than Augustine, though he was 

an empiricist. He taught that God can be known from natural reason and that sin did not 

completely destroy the ability to reason. In his Summa Theologiae  he said, óThe truth of 

the Chris tian faith...surpasses the capacity of reason, nevertheless that truth that the 

human reason is naturally endowed to know cannot be opposed to the truth of the 

Christian faith.ô On this foundation he built his five ways to establish the existence of 

God. H e explained that some truths such at the doctrine of the Trinity could only be 

proven by revelation. Aquinas also clarified the difference between belief in  and belief 

that . A Man can believe that  God exists without believing in  him.  

We have to reason to u nderstand and discover revelation so reason is prior. But all truth 

comes from God who is prior to both in terms of human experience. We need reason 

and  revelation. No faith should be unreasonable ï though reason should not a priori 

reject revelation.  

 

Sav onarolaôs response to these questions is again clear and perceptive. He answers 

the question by going back to note the approach of Christ.   

By rational science, we refer to logic, rhetoric and poetry; which aim to 

teach us how to weave argu ments together  and through reasoning, bring 

men to accept our ideas. Now, Christ instructed the Apostles in rational 

science to such good effect that by their preaching  they exercised more 

influence in the world, than had previously been achieved by any human 

power or l earning.  

True science is either practical and affects our life, or just speculation. 

What Christ has taught is very practical and relates to our lives so 

completely that Christians need no philosophy but His. Speculative science 

may consider divine things , but it will never reach the breadth and certainty 

as found in the teaching of Christ. Christ, the teacher, is above all human 

wisdom, and beyond the wisdom of any heathen deities. Indeed, He is the very 

Wisdom 135  of the Eternal God . 136  

 

He also notes the plac e of special revelation -   

Christians are estab lished in their faith through the special revelation of God; 

otherwise, their faith would not be a matter of trust, but opinion. But such 

evidences confirm us in our Faith, and prove to our adversaries that o ur believing 

is not mindless, but thoughtful and with intellectual rigour . 137  

 

And he follows Aquinas in differentiating natural revelation and special revelation.  

As it is possible to gain knowledge of invisible things by means of visible things, 

we should understand, that there are also some aspects of the nature of God 

                                            
135  1 Cor. 1:24 -  Chr ist the power of God and the wisdom of God.   

136  TOTC ï Pages 127 -128  

137  TOTC ï Page 83  
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which we can know through human reason, and through natural things. Such 

aspects are, the existence of God, His unity, His simplicity of being, and similar 

truths, which philosophers have co me to recognise. But there are other aspects of 

Godôs nature, which we cannot discover through human reason. - there are 

secrets, which no created intellect can investigate. The divine things, which our 

natural reason is not competent to discover by itself , are those that we believe by 

faith. These include, the trinity and unity of God, the divinity and humanity of our 

Saviour Jesus Christ, and other similar truths.  

As natural revelation precedes the revelation of grace, we will begin with those 

aspects of  God, which we are competent to investigate by means of natural 

evidence and deduction. 138  

 

His emphasis is not on manôs capacity, but on Godôs generosity. He notes that all that we 

have; the exercise of faith and the faculty of reason, are all gifts from Go d. 139  Anything 

that man does is an exercising of the gifts God has given to him. And that when God 

reveals himself to a man, that man needs to exercise reason to be able to understand 

and respond to the ideas and context which God uses to communicate his lo ve.  

Our Faith cannot be proved by natural prin ciples and causes. But, the past and 

present events of Church history do afford arguments in support of our religion 

that are so convincing that no logical mind can reject them. At the same time, no 

one believ es that faith itself depends upon these arguments, seeing that it is óthe 

gift of God ð not by works, so that no one can boastô. (Ephes. 2:8-9) 140  

 

Savonarola was very clear of the fact that God has chosen to reveal himself to those who 

are not sophisticated .  

1 Cor. 3:19 -20  For the wisdom of this world is foolishness in God's sight. As it is 

written: óHe catches the wise in their craftinessô; and again, óThe Lord knows that 

the thoughts of the wise are futile.ô  

1 Cor. 1:20 -21  Where is the wise man? Where is the scholar? Where is the 

philosopher of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? For 

since in the wisdom of God the world through its wisdom did not know him, God 

was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save those  who 

believe  

 

There is a tendency to see God as confined to a personôs human capacity for reasoning, 

when he wants to make himself known. This is not the case. Corrie Ten Boom wrote a 

lovely booklet called, óCommon sense not needed ô141  in which she shared he r experience 

of working with brain damaged youngsters and finding real faith in them. I too have 

spent years working with people of all ages with very severe learning difficulties and 

                                            
138  TOTC ï Page 89  

139  Job 38:36 Who endowed the heart with wisdom or gave understanding to the mind?  

140  TOTC ï Page 81  

141  Corrie Ten Boom, Common sense not needed, Christian L iterature Crusade, London, 2003  
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have found in them a real sensitivity to the presence of God.  

His emphas is on Godôs grace includes recognition of the fact that there is a veil over the 

minds of those who read the Scriptures, until they come to Christ.  

2 Cor. 3:13 -16  We are not like Moses, who would put a veil over his face to keep 

the Israelites from gazing  at it while the radiance was fading away. But their 

minds were made dull, for to this day the same veil remains when the old 

covenant is read. It has not been removed, because only in Christ is it taken 

away. Even to this day when Moses is read, a veil co vers their hearts. But 

whenever anyone turns to the Lord, the veil is taken away.  

 

 

Godôs Sovereignty, Free will and Molinism 

 

Is Man free?  Do we make free choices? Are we free to choose to follow Christ 

and put our trust in Him? Do we have free will, and what is will ? The will is 

usually considered as one of two corresponding activities of the mind. It is the ability to 

make choices and decisions based on the other activity; reason, which involves 

evaluation of information and argument. Free will is the ab ility to make an informed and 

rational choice without undue compulsion.  

 

Burrhus Frederic Skinner (1904 ï 1990) was a behavioural psychologist 142  who taught 

that there was no free will but man is controlled by genetics and environment. Our 

actions affect wh at happens, but they are predetermined. On this basis he built a 

therapy involving behavioural modification. In denying free will he also denied personal 

accountability ï which means that the theory does not work in the real world as it says a 

criminal can not be held guilty. He had an unchristian approach, but Christians can be 

just as rigid in their view of free will.  

 

Hyper Calvinism says  God pre determines every event and man is not free. Robert 

Charles Sproul, (b.1939) holds this position . 

The antithes is to divine sovereignty is not human freedom, but human autonomy.  

Autonomy represents a degree of freedom that is unlimited by any higher 

authority or power.  If God is sovereign, then man cannot be autonomous.  

Conversely if man is autonomous, then God cannot be sovereign. 143   

 

The problem here is the same as with Skinner -  if man is not free, then he cannot be 

held accountable and culpable .  In Let Me See Thy Glory : A Study of the Attributes of 

God ,144   Robert Deffinbaugh pictures a God who can do whatever he chooses and choose 

                                            
142  B. F . Skinner, Beyond freedom and dignity,  Vintage Book, New York, 1972  

143  Sproul, R.C., Willing To Believe , Baker Book House, Grand Rapids, 1997. Page 27  

144  Robert Deffinbaugh,  Let Me See Thy Glory : A Study of the Attribute s of God , Biblical 

Studies Press, 2002  
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whatever he pleases (that is consistent with his holy character) ï except,  give free will 

to his Children. This is to deny to God, something that even I have in my relationship 

with my children. When they were young, I had power and s overeignty over them ï but 

to develop their character and to help them grow to maturity I granted them areas and 

issues where they could choose. I freely chose to do this. And I also had to relate to 

them in such ways as would allow them freedom to choose to love and trust me. I could 

not coerce it.  

Deffinbaugh ends up describing God as acting in ways that are inconsistent with his 

character. He says that God chooses who will be saved and who will be cast into outer 

darkness for eternity. He says God does t his because he is free to choose ï and there is 

nothing worthy or distinguishing in humanity that is the basis for this choice. Nor is there 

anything in the nature of God to determine the choice because God is impartial and just 

in all his dealings. This l eaves us with the only logical option that Deffinbaughôs God is 

capricious and uncaring in the most profound matter of election and salvation. Such a 

conclusion robs God of his love, justice, grace and wisdom.  

 

Hyper Arminianism says God pre determined who  should be saved, because he 

foreknew what each man would freely choose to do. This view implies that man makes 

all the decisions and the ultimate destiny of each individual and society would be a 

decision made first by man and then ratified by God.  

 

Open  Theism is a further development of Hyper Arminianism. It challenges the 

knowledge and character of God and suggests that he is open in his actions and only 

motivated by love. God is omniscient in the sense that He knows all that is knowable, 

but not even God can know the future. He can take incredibly wise guesses but He can 

be fooled, can make wrong choices, can give false guidance, can be mistaken, and can 

be resisted to the point of frustration. Because this is the only way that humans can be 

truly free  moral creatures. He has long term plans for the future but he has little idea of 

how things will work out in the short term because he wants to leave himself free to 

respond in love to whatever society or individuals will decide.  

Genuine human freedom an d the omniscience of God can be reconciled é only 

when we acknowledge that there are some things that even an omniscient God 

cannot know. 145  

 

It reconstructs the events leading up to and surrounding Christ's death to portray both 

Father and Son deciding onl y at the last minute that Jesus had to die.  

Although Scripture attests that the incarnation was planned from the creation of 

the world, this is not so with the cross. The path of the cross comes about only 

through God's interaction with humans in history.  Not until the agonizing prayer 

in Gethsemane do óFather and Son both come to understand that there is no 

other way.ô Even after this new discovery comes to God, the question still hangs 

                                            
145  P.K. Helseth, " On Divine Ambivalence ", Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society, 44.3, 
September 2001, page 494  
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over Jesus, óWill this gambit work?ô 146  

 

 Divine Mystery View  

Norman Ge isler (b.1932) and James I Packer (b.1926), hold the view that God 

predetermines and man is free ï but how  is a mystery which will not be revealed in this 

life. This is an intellectually consistent and humble attitude to adopt.  

Geisler and Feinberg say  

Human knowl edge is probable and fallible in part because our knowledge is 

partial. Sometimes we are wrong simply because we are ignorant of some 

relevant fact or facts. Such cannot be the case with God because God knows 

everything, both the actual and the possible (Ps. 139:1 -6). Moreover, God's 

knowledge is true. That is, it corresponds to reality. 147  

 

If there were greater humility, we might recognise that the revelation that God has given 

has been provided to draw us into relationship.  This purpose is fulf illed when we come 

into a saving relationship with Christ and trust allows us to take the blessings of his 

revelation, living with the mysteries, without forcing them to their logical conclusions.  

As J. I. Packer says,  

The root cause is the passion for sy stematic consistency, and a reluctance to 

recognise the existence of mystery and to let God be wiser than men, and the 

consequent subjecting of Scripture to the supposed demands of human logic.  

People see that the Bible teaches man's responsibility for hi s actions; they do not 

see (a man, indeed, cannot see) how this is consistent with the sovereign 

lordship of God over those actions.  They are not content to let the two truths live 

side by side, as they do in the Scriptures, but to jump to the conclusion that, in 

order to uphold the biblical truth of human responsibility, they are bound to reject 

the equally biblical and equally true doctrine of Divine sovereignty, and to explain 

away the great number of texts that teach it.  The desire to over simplify th e 

Bible by cutting out the mysteries is natural to our perverse minds, and it is not 

surprising that even good men should fall victim to it.  Hence this persistent and 

troublesome dispute.  The irony of the situation, however, is that when we ask 

how the t wo sides pray, it becomes apparent that those who profess to deny 

God's sovereignty really believe in it just a strongly as those who affirm it.  

How then do you pray?  Do you ask God for your daily bread?  Do you thank God 

for your conversion?  Do you pray  for the conversion of others?  If the answer is 

'no', I can only say that I do not think you are yet born again.  If the answer is 

'yes'  -  well, that proves that, whatever side you may have taken in debates on 

this question in the past, in your heart you  believe in the sovereignty of God no 

less firmly than anyone else.  On our feet we may have arguments about it, but 

                                            
146  John Sanders, The God Who Risks, a Theology of Providence , Inter Varsity Press, Downers 

Grove, 1998.  Pages 100 -101  

147  Geisler and Feinberg, Introduction to Philosophy , Baker Books 2005, pages 129 -130  
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on our knees all are agreed . 148  

 

 

 Medieval Soteriology.  

 

A great deal of dispute centred around the issue of regeneration. Could a man choose  to 

repent and God respond in the grace of regeneration. Or as Luther taught, following 

Augustine, manôs will is in bondage and so regeneration is a free act of grace on the part 

of God. Calvin spelled out the Christian doctrine of Predestination, more com pletely, 

according to which a person's ultimate destiny, whether it be salvation or damnation, is 

determined by God alone prior to, and apart from, any worth or merit on the person's 

part. Some claimed that God only determines those to be saved; while othe rs said that 

he also determines those to be condemned. The latter teaching is called double 

predestination.  

The debate turned upon those who wanted to apply logic to the concept of Godôs 

sovereignty, and those who wanted to be affirming of Manôs moral responsibility. Yet 

almost all agreed that salvation was through faith in Jesus Christ and his sacrificial 

death. (There were some varied ideas as to how this salvation should be appropriated ï 

Augustine asserting that it was through baptism .  óIt must be not ed that é in Augustine, 

the grace of regeneration is effected by the settlement of baptism.) 149    

One way of applying deductive logic to the issue, was to debate the time line or order of 

Salvation. Who does what and in what order ï R C Sproul explains -  

The classic issue between Augustinian theology and all forms of semi Pelagianism 

focuses on one aspect of the order of salvation (ordo Salutis). What is the 

relationship between regeneration and faith?  Is regeneration a monegistic or 

synergistic work?  Must a person first exercise faith in order to be born again?  Or 

must rebirth occur before a person is able to exercise faith? Monoergistic 

regeneration means that regeneration is accomplished by a single actor, God.  It 

means literally a óone working.ô  Synergism, on the other hand, refers to work 

that involves the action of two or more parties. The reformers taught not only 

that regeneration does proceed faith but also that it must proceed faith.  Faith is 

regeneration's fruit, not its cause. 150    

For Luther th e óirresistibilityô of grace is what makes it so gracious.  Irresistible 

grace denies the converted sinner any basis for boasting. 151    

 

 

 

 Savonarolaôs gospel and doctrine of free will.   

                                            
148  James Packer, Evangelism And The Sovereignty Of God , Inter Varsity Fellowship, London, 
1966, page 16  

149  Sproul, R.C., Willing To Believe , Baker Book House, Grand Rapids, 1997. Page 76  

150  Sproul, R .C., Willing To Believe , Baker Book House, Grand Rapids, 1997. Page 23  

151  Sproul, R.C., Willing To Believe , Baker Book House, Grand Rapids, 1997. Page 122  
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In the midst of a debate, which has divided and driven Christians to ext remes of opinion, 

Savonarola continues to speak with balance, insight and clarity.  

First he establishes the reason why we need to be saved. It is because of original sin. 

Man was created for fellowship with God, who is righteous and holy. Man had a 

órighteousnessô that was freely given to him, but was lost by an act of Adamôs 

disobedience.  

Hence, we say that man was, at his creation, endowed with original 

righteousness, with no sense of guilt or fear, and with the body and its five 

senses subject to the s oul. We further hold that if Adam had not deliberately 

disobeyed God, this original righteousness would have been passed to all his 

descendents.   

But it is most reasonable, that, if man wilfully chose to turn away from God, he 

should be deprived of origin al righteousness, and of the natural subjection of his 

senses to reason, and of the immortality of his body. This was the just 

punishment for his sin. This loss of original righteousness, which Adam incurred, 

and which was transmitted by him to the whole h uman race, is what we mean by 

original sin. 152  

 

The consequences of this sin are loss of fellowship with God, a corrupting of our human 

nature and a coming judgment. There is a penalty. But God who is rich in mercy and 

compassion has made provision for us. H e has provided salvation as an act of pure 

grace. Christ took the penalty and achieved our salvation by his death on the cross. Only 

he could make a perfect sacrifice by laying down his holy life. His salvation includes the 

promise of eternal life.  

The fo llowing quotations are all from TOTC Book 3 Ch 10.  

Man owed a debt for sin and God, becoming a man, was the only one with the 

power to pay that debt, for the whole human race. In this fact is revealed the 

appropriateness of His Incarnation, in which He has  united the divine to the 

human nature. In this mystery we recognise His power, His wisdom, and His 

goodness as He has wholly given Himself to the human race, to em brace it, and 

draw it to His love. But, above all His other attributes, His mercy is shown;  

because it has led Him to be crucified out of love for us. His justice also is seen in 

that He has Himself made satisfaction for original sin.  

Therefore His mercy should create a secure hope in sinners who repent and His 

justice should cause those who do  not repent, to tremble. This is the reason why, 

since Christ came into the world, so many men have been drawn from sin to 

holiness of life.  

When we consider these mercies, and the innumerable blessings Christ has 

brought to humanity, we discover depths of  wisdom that are unfathomable by the 

intellect of man. (It is because this wisdom cannot be fathomed that it is 

regarded as foolish by the world.) We also see how only Christ was eligible to 

suffer for the guilt of mankind.  

                                            
152  TOTC ï Page 147.  
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He came, not just to suffer for man, but also to be an example of righteous living. 

So he chose a most bitter and disgraceful death to teach us that neither shame, 

nor suffering, should force us to abandon the cause of truth and righteousness.  

There is not enough time for me to enlarge upon the other reasons for our 

Saviour choosing His terrible manner of death. I will only add, that those that 

love Him, find His cross has been a source of sweetness and of light. Only those 

who have experienced it will understand what I mean by this.  

Chr ist died to atone for our sins, and especially for original sin, which was the 

cause of the patriarchs being detained in Limbo. Therefore, it was right that 

Christ should, immediately after His death (having bought their release from sin), 

descend to Limbo  and announce their freedom. 153   

And it was also right that He should remain for three days in the tomb. Had He 

stayed there longer, men would have lost all hope of His resurrection; and had He 

not remained in the tomb so long, they would have denied the re ality of His 

death.  

 

Man is free to respond to Christôs offer of salvation. This response is made with the help 

of God who brings his enlightenment to us, draws us to himself and gives to us the gift 

of faith.  

This condition for salvation is a most reason able one; for our ultimate 

intimacy with God is to consist in the vision and knowledge of God, which 

no one can attain, except by the supernatural gift of faith. St. Paul says 

that without faith, óit is impossible to please Godô (Hebrews 11:6) 154   

Faith is the gift of God, given to every believer for his salvation; therefore, my 

children, do not share the errors of those who say to you, óIf I saw some miracle, 

or some man raised from the dead, then would I believe.ô Those men are 

deceived, for faith comes no t of our own strength, but is a supernatural gift -  that 

is, a light shed from above into the mind of man. And he who would receive this 

light must prepare his inner man and abase himself before God. 155  

The Scripture teaches that one of the chief sources is faith in Christ and his love 

for us.  óThis righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all 

who believe.ô Romans 3:22 óWithout faith it is impossible to please Godô Hebrews 

11:6 By faith expressed by love, we mean that in loving Christ cr ucified above all 

things, we believe He is truly God and truly man, one with the Father and the 

Holy Spirit, but a distinct person. 156  

 

Man has free will and so is accountable for accepting or rejecting Christôs offer of 

                                            
153  1 Peter 3:18 ï19 -  For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the un righteous, to 
bring you to God. He was put to death in the body but made alive by the Spirit, through whom 
also he went and preached to the spirits in prison . The word prison (Greek ï phulake)  is a 
figurative word indicating a cage or holding place.  

154  TOTC ï Page 132  

155  Villari   -  Book 1 Ch 10.  

156  TOTC ï Page 107  
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salvation.  

If any one ask why the wil l is free, we reply unto them, Because it is will.  

 

Those who will be saved are known to God and elected in the purposes of God.  

But perhaps, you would then ask, óWhy are some chosen and others cast out?ô 

Matters of faith, my son, must be studied by the lig ht of faith, in the manner 

prescribed to you by the Scriptures; fu rther than this you may not go, lest you 

should stumble. Who you are to answer back to God? Has not the potter power 

over the clay, to knead from the same lump vessels of honour or vessels f or base 

uses? God shows mercy to the elect, justice to the wicked. But should you ask 

why God has predestined this man rather than that, why John is chosen rather 

than Peter? Then I shall tell you that such is the will of God, nor can any other 

answer be g iven. The Pelagians declared it depended on our good deeds in this 

life; for, accor ding to those heretics, the principle of well -doing is in ourselves, 

while its consummation and perfection comes from God. They sought to pass the 

bounds assigned to us, and  fell into heresy.  

The Scriptures are very plain: they tell us, not in one place, but in many, that not 

only the end of well -doing, but also its beginning, comes to us from God; even as 

in all our good works it is God who works through us. óIt is therefore untrue that 

the grace of God is obtained by pre -existing works and merits, that through them 

we are predestined to everlasting life, as though works and merits were the cause 

of predestination. It is all the contrary, for works and merit are the effect o f 

predestination, and the Divine will the cause of predestination, as we have before 

said.  

 

We do not receive grace by partaking of sacraments.  

In the same way, the sacraments are not the source of grace. Grace does not 

come from either the sacramentôs own innate virtue, nor by power acquired from 

the actions of Christ. Grace comes from God alone. 157  

 

There is no salvation apart from faith in Christ  

From what has just been said, it is evident, that Christianity is the only true 

religion. And if this is the ca se, then there is no salvation except through faith in 

Christ, and all, except Christians, must be living in error. 158  

 

The motivation behind salvation is the love of God.  

Tell me, O Peter, tell me, O Magdalen, why are you in Paradise? You sinned even 

as we sin. You, Peter, who had witnessed the Son of God, had conversed with 

Him, heard Him preach, beheld His miracles, and, alone, with two other disc iples, 

had beheld His transfiguration on Mount Tabor, hearkened unto His paternal 
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voice, and who, despite all t his, at the word of a base woman did deny Him 

thrice, yet you were restored to grace, and made the head of the Church, and do 

now enjoy heavenly bliss; how have you gained these blessings? Do not say that 

by your own merits you have attained salvation, but  by the goodness of God, who 

did bestow so many blessings on you, and vouchsafed to you in this life so much 

light and grace. And you, Magdalen, later, you were so favoured by the Saviour 

as to be the first to behold Him risen from the dead, and were made an apostle 

unto the Apostles. This grace, these gifts, were not given to you because you 

deserved them, O Mary! but because God loved you and willed your salvation. 159  

 

Savonarola taught that in our freedom of will we should choose to live in ways pleasing 

to  the Lord, as that would be the best way to be receptive to the working of the Holy 

Spirit. Not only is it in our power, but it is also our duty, to prepare ourselves for the 

reception of this gift of faith and grace, which is never withheld from those who  do their 

utmost to obtain it. According to him, there are three things required to prepare and 

dispose us for its r eception,  -   determined belief, prayer, and good works.  

Such ideas are controversial for those who would want to say that he and the Church  of 

his day taught that good works attract the mercy of God and are our part in preparing 

for our salvation. Careful reading of his teaching shows that he did not believe such a 

notion but he did believe that ófaith without works is deadô160 , as the Apostle James says. 

He also thought that it was more fitting for a person to be like Lydia than Saul of Tarsus 

in the period before conversion. In Acts we read of both of them. One gave time to 

prayer and worship 161  while the other was breathing out threats and viol ence against 

Godôs people.162  

Providence works with men in such a way, as to leave them the freedom of their 

will. As they do co -operate with the impulse of providence, they will be acting 

appropriately to attain to their desired end .163  

 

The other controversy  that has been present in the Church for thousands of years 

concerns free will. Can a man resist God if he is predestined to salvation? Can a man 

choose to follow Christ, or is the will bound and only able to respond when God creates 

the response?  

Savonaro la believed that if man did not have free will he would be like an animal living 

by instinct. If this were the case he would not be in the image of God, because God has 

free will.  

Another argument for the immortality of the soul lies in the fact that man, like 

other animals, has the power of autonomous action.  Now, as the other animals 

                                            
159  TOTC ï Book 4 Ch 1. Latin Edition, translated by Travers Hill  

160  James 2:26  As the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without deeds is dead . 

161  Acts 16:14   One of those listening was a woman named Lydia, a dealer in purple cloth from the 
city of Thyatira, who was a worshipper of God. The Lord opened her heart to respond to Paul's 
message .  

162  Acts 9:1  Meanwhile, Saul was still breathing out murderous threat s against the Lord's 

disciples.  

163  TOTC ï Page 95  



 Girolamo Savonarola ð The Forgotten Father of Apologetics   
 

 
 

72 
 

 

move by means of instinct and mind, so it follows that it must also be his 

intelligent mind, which enables man to move. We know that man is governed by 

will and understand ing. The essence of man, therefore, must be an intelligent 

soul, capable of volition. 164  

 

 Molinism  

  

Savonarola developed a concept of the way God draws us to himself through his 

providence and how he is able to respond to our free choices. Luis de Molina, a Spanish 

Jesuit priest, would take these ideas up fifty years later and they would become what is 

now known as Molinism. As noted, it is a theory promoted today by William Lane Craig 

and Alvin Carl Plantinga.  

This theory says God knows what man would freely  choose  in every possible world, and 

predetermines our choices by controlling our circumstances, and man freely chooses his 

actions. This allows God to speak to us and make the gospel meaningful to us so that we 

are free to receive it, or reject it. This f its with the word of Jesus -  John 6:44 óNo-one 

can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws himô. Also with the words of St 

Paul, as he describes how God uses circumstances. Romans 8:28 And we know that in all 

things God works for the good of those w ho love him, who have been called according to 

his purpose.  

Savonarola pre -dated Molina as he described the grace of God working with man, in 

providence. For him providence was the explanation.  

We must remember that God moves the will of man in two ways. S ometimes by 

showing him something good, in order to arouse a love for it within him. 

Sometimes by applying His power to the will of man, in order to influence him to 

an act of love or of desire. This is just like a shepherd who may attract a sheep 

by showi ng it food; or he may use his hand to draw it along.  

Now, people can influence each other in the first of these two ways, but no man 

can act on the will of another in the second way. Because the will comes directly 

from God, it is directly subject to Him, and He alone can move it to will, or not to 

will. Even though the will is com pletely in God's power, He never acts upon it in 

such a way as to deprive man of his liberty. He always leaves him his free -will, 

because God works with all things according to t heir nature and ability. 165  

All things, both natural and artificial, are ordered for this purpose. Providence 

moves all men toward this end as we seek to conform to the moral virtues. 

However, providence works with men in such a way, as to leave them the 

fr eedom of their will. As they do co -operate with the impulse of providence, they 

will be acting appropriately to attain to their desired end. 166  

 

                                            
164  TOTC ï Page 99  

165  TOTC ï Page 178  

166  TOTC ï Page 95  
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If it never is the will of the Father that anyone should perish 167 , and that he actively 

works providentially in th e life of each person, then it would require a free but arrogant 

choice to resist Godôs grace. This is sometimes described as becoming gospel óhardenedô. 

We should note that the hardening of someoneôs heart and mind is attributed to God, but 

is caused by a n act of grace on his part, being met by a resistant and evil response. 

Savonarola explains that the same grace produces opposite results.  

We must now investigate the cause of this phenomenon. Philosophy recognises 

that contrary effects can spring from the  same cause, because of the different 

nature of the matter affected. For example, we see how the rays of the sun 

harden the earth, and melt ice, cause a well - planted tree to bear flower and fruit, 

and wither another whose roots are not deeply grounded. 168   

 

 

Faith does not depend upon Apologetic pr oofs, nor is it created by such  

Proofs  

 

Faith should be the volitional commitment of an informed intellect. But again, Christians 

have pushed to extreme positions in arguing about what is involved. Some teach that t he 

gospel evidence is so strong that the faith we exercise is an acceptance of truth and 

commitment to Christ. Others make the assumption that God is most pleased when we 

have simple faith and believe things that appear impossible and then if we believe ha rd 

enough ï as a reward for such faith ï God makes the impossible real. This applies in the 

matter of salvation, but also in the area of healing. When healing has not come it has led 

to both disappointment with God for not keeping his word and also guilt o n the part of 

the believer for not having believed hard enough.  

In reality we cannot come to know God on the basis of arguments alone and there is an 

element of commitment that is needed to experience ourselves being drawn to Christ, by 

the Father. Colin B rown and James Boice make this clear in their observations  

Jesus did not hand out his message on the plate.  To find out its truths demands 

a personal commitment.  It is to those who follow him that he gives 

understanding.  It is through following him that  men encounter the Father.  

Objective proof seems to have been ruled out.  God's existence is not a matter of 

logical or scientific demonstration but of inner awareness.  The central truths of 

the Christian Gospel are reached only by personal commitment. 169    

Nicodemas came to see a young rabbi, Jesus of Nazareth.  With the exception of 

the word 'rabbi', which was merely a polite form of address, the first words were 

a claim to considerable knowledge.  Nicodemas said, ówe know.ô  then he began 

to rehearse thi ngs he knew of , or thought he knew, and with which he wanted to 

begin the discussion 1. That Jesus was continuing to do many miracles; 2. That 

these miracles were intended to authenticate him as a teacher sent from God; 

and that therefore, 3. Jesus was on e to whom he should listen.  Unfortunately for 

                                            
167  2 Peter 3:9 The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. He is 
patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone  to come to repentance.  

168  TOTC ï Page 114  

169  Brown, Colin, Philosophy And The Christian Faith , Tyndale Press, London 1969, page 47  
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Nicodemas, Jesus replied that such an approach to knowledge was wrong and 

that Nicodemas could therefore know nothing until he had first experienced an 

inward , spiritual transformation.  óYou must be born anew,ô Jesus told him.  John 

chapter 3:7 170   

 

Savonarola is clear  that faith is a gift of grace. If everything were by reason and proof 

then all would be self -evident and there would be no need for faith.  

At the same time, no one believes that faith itself dep ends upon these 

arguments, seeing that it is óthe gift of Godð not by works, so that no one can 

boastô. (Ephes. 2:8-9) 171   

But as noted earlier, he sees the Scriptural imperative to engage in Apologetics and the 

purpose of Apologetics, mean that reasoning an d defending the Gospel truths is vital. For 

him fideism, would never have been an option. The central message of his preaching 

was the need to respond to the gospel of Christ.  

If only I might pe rsuade you to turn away from earthly things, and follow the 

th ings eternal! May God grant this grace to me and to you. But this is a gift from 

God. óNone may come unto meô, says the Lord, óunless the Father brings himô. I 

cannot give you that inward illumination, I can only sound in your ears; but what 

use is that if  your intellect is not enlightened, nor your heart warmed? And how 

may this be done, save by the word of God? Labour, then, to comprehend His 

word, and I will strive to do the work of the Apostles, making the Holy Scriptures 

known to you; and your part is to be doers, and not only hearers of the word of 

God. 172  

 

His gospel imperative and Fideism  

 

Fideism is the theory that one must simply believe and you cannot use reason to 

discover that God exists. Not only is there no evidence or argument that can create f aith 

ï it is the very opposite of faith to look for evidence. Fideism predates, but was taught 

by Kierkegaard. It holds that objective truth and faith do not meet. What you feel 

subjectively as truth ï is truth. Those who hold this do not defend the Faith ï because 

faith is a leap in the dark.  

 

Savonarola  would counter all this by his insistence that we are commanded to use 

reason in our relationship with God. We are called to honour him by using the God given 

faculty of our mind.  

Isaiah 1:18 óCome now, let us reason together,ô says the LORD.  

Matthew 22:37 Jesus replied: ó 'Love the Lord your God with all your heart and 

with all your soul and with all your mind.'  

                                            
170  James Montgomery Boice, Foundations Of The Christian Faith , Inter Varsity Press, 
Leicester, 1981, page 19  

171  TOTC ï Page 81  

172  Villari  ï Book 1 Ch 8  
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To engage in the Apologetic T ask has Apostolic authority and  

commission.  

 

Savonarola quotes Scr ipture to establish that engaging in Apologetics is commended and 

commanded by Apostolic authority. He quotes 1 Peter 3:15  

There are those who are enlightened by God, and have embraced the Faith, 

without proofs. They then go on to strengthen their own beli ef and that of 

others, by investigating the grounds of their faith. These deserve praise because 

they obey the instruction of St. Peter óin your hearts set apart Christ as Lord. 

Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the 

reason for the hope that you haveô.173  

 

In this text, St Peter calls upon all Christians to be ready to give an answer , Greek term 

apologia, which implies informal conversation as well as a formal testimony in a court. 

The answer is to be an exposition of our rea son , which is the Greek word logos which 

implies a thought out rational explanation. The Apostle expects every Christian to have 

some ability in this activity and not for the task to be confined to a group of experts.  

This same Apostolic instruction is giv en by St Paul  

Col. 4:5 -6  Be wise in the way you act towards outsiders; make the most of every 

opportunity. Let your conversation be always full of grace, seasoned with salt, so 

that you may know how to answer everyone . 

 

 

Reason alone will be the authority ap pealed to ï not Church, Pope or  

Bible . 

 

In Savonarolaôs day, as in our own time, there was a strong tendency to appeal to 

human authorities. This technique has been used by Christians, but particularly by the 

renaissance philosophers. The method was to qu ote some scholar or celebrity and to 

suggest that it would be sensible to line oneôs thinking and behaviour with theirs. This is 

more than regarding someone as an example ï it is submitting one's own judgement to 

another personôs greater authority. The authority could be a person or institute of great 

learning or it could be a religious or political power to which one owes obedience.  

Savonarola resists such authorities and challenges his readers to exercise their own 

judgment. As part of this compact with t he reader, he is prepared to argue his 

Apologetic without appeal to authorities that could be disputed or thought unconvincing. 

As noted earlier, he believed that the Faith is reasonable and therefore can be presented 

in a rational manner.  

In this book we  intend to be guided by reason alone. We will not appeal to any 

authority, no matter how learned they may be. Instead, we shall proceed as if we 

had confidence in no one, and depend on reason alone. By following such a 

                                            
173  TOTC ï Page 81  
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method, we should satisfy everyone, a part from the totally unreasonable. 174  

 

 

The argument will be in the language and thought of the hearers.  

 

The language and terms used are familiar to the readers and will enable effective 

communication, even with the least educated. He said he would -  

Expose the irrationality of non -believersô arguments so that simple and 

uneducated people are released from the deception played on them. 175  

 

The argument will begin with some agreed basic suppositions.  

If an argument is to be conducted satisfactorily, the dis put ants must agree with 

each other about some point. Because, if they disagree on every point, there will 

be no possibility of discussion. They may, or may not, of course, think alike on 

matters of minor importance. But they must agree about certain principle s, which 

are so generally accepted that no one denies them. We must, therefore, take up 

our position on certain acknowledged principles. We cannot argue with one who 

denies them; because he who refuses to accept these first principles is unreason -

able. 176  

 

 

12  His Apologetic deals with the loss of nerve in current Apologetics, by 

providing the clearest understanding of the Apologetic task, the 

reasons for undertaking that task, the method of approaching that 

task and the place of that task within the grace of Go d.  

 

In the western world of the 19 th  Century, there was a great emphasis on reason as the 

key to all areas of life. The idealism of philosophers like Georg Hegel (1770 ï 1831) and 

the belief in progress became dominant ideas. This was the beginning of the  American 

Dream ; that the lower orders can progress to wealth and power. This mood fitted well 

with Charles Darwin's (1809 ï 1882) óOrigins of the Species ô published in 1859. Darwin 

saw man as resulting from an evolved progress based on the survival of the  fittest.  With 

this came belief in the goodness and progress of the individual. Andrew Carnegie 

captured the mood -  

To kill a man will be considered as disgusting as we in this day consider it 

disgusting to eat one. 177   

 

                                            
174  TOTC ï Page 81  

175  TOTC ï Page 81  

176  TOTC ï Page 83  

177  Andrew Carnegie , 1900, Leadership, Vol. 5, no. 1.  
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Protestant Theology  tried to echo th e spirit of the day.  The Bible was seen as complex 

and textually unreliable. If there was a God then he was often seen in deistic terms and 

creation was attributed to evolution. Miracles were dismissed as irrational. Liberalism, or 

Modernism, as a major t heology, proclaimed that humanity was evolving and Jesus was 

to be seen as the ideal man. He modelled for us what we can attain if we imitate his 

morality. Sin was seen as primitive and we should have grown out of that kind of 

superstition. The gospel beca me a social gospel, with the aim of cleaning up society. It 

also had its personal reference within the feelings of the individual with key people like 

Schleiermacher proclaiming that religion was a feeling of absolute dependence and does 

not need an object ive source, but is made up of the subjective feeling of dependence on 

nature or society in its upward evolution.  

This movement also gave the possibility of an evolution within organised religions too. 

Ecumenism began as a movement, with Jesus seen as the ideal man and religion as 

dependence focussed within a new ideal of one Church. Councils of Churches began to 

form and those with the least authoritative theology were able to join quickly.   

 

In the Roman Catholic Church , Alfred Loisy (1857 -1940), a theolo gian, tried to 

introduce the same ideas of modernist theology, but the Pope stood firm and he was 

excommunicated.  

By the time he was excommunicated for these anti scriptural views, by a Pope 

considerably more orthodox than certain recent incumbents of the  office, he had 

admitted privately that he had even lost his belief in God and could no longer 

believe in any spiritual reality whatever. 178    

  

The Fundamentals . The response of Conservative and Reformed theologians to the rise 

of Modernist theology was to produce The Fundamentals . This was a series of scholarly 

books (similar in style to the Reader's Digest) which were widely distributed to Christian 

leaders in the English -speaking world. They were serious and well argued theologies.  

But it quickly changed  after 1925 and the Scopes Trial where a teacher, John Scopes, 

was prosecuted for teaching evolutionary theory.  The prosecution was like a circus and 

the case polarised the United States into those who were modern and factually rational 

and those who were  fundamentalists and appeared irrational. And so began sociological 

fundamentalism.  

It became easier to deny the ill thought -out ideas of these people who were now 

described as Fundamentalists . While they, saw themselves as persecuted and formed a 

lifesty le to protect themselves from an evil society.  They used their behaviour to define 

themselves and they saw in the teaching of the New Testament, and particularly the 

letters to the Corinthians, a doctrine of óseparationô. This entailed a separation from t he 

world, society, alcohol, tobacco, and ecumenism. They formed their own Bible colleges 

and before having their own radio stations, had been against the radio as a demonic 

medium. They were strict in their observations of the Sabbath and formed their own 

vocabulary. Some Like the Christian Brethren became very insular with an oversight of 

men organising and pastoring their community.   

They also had a strong stress of eschatology.  This is seen in the writings and work in 

                                            
178  John Warwick Montgomery,  God's Inerrant Word.  Trinity Press, Newburgh 1974, Page 27.   
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John Nelson Darby (1800 ï1882) and also the Seventh -Day Adventists and the 

Dispensationalism of the Scofield Bible. 179   They felt there was no answer to modernism, 

so they wanted to hold on to what they had, until the Lord returned.  

Theologically the reasoning and argument put forward by thes e groups had become poor 

and counter productive. They had kept the faith but withdrawn from the theological 

world so that the Modernists were able to take all the places of influence -  because the 

Reformed Christians had moved out.  

The devastation of Worl d War One clearly showed that society was not getting better. 

Philosophy and theology had to be re - thought. From the tragedy grew up a Neo -

orthodoxy. Theologians such as Karl Barth  (1886 -1968) and Emil Brunner (1889 ï1966) 

were quick to reject modernism. B arth tried to get back to classic Christianity.  He saw 

God as transcendent and not locked into his creation. Humanity was seen as depraved 

and needing to be saved, the tragedy of war had proved it. There was a real need of a 

saviour and Christ was the sav iour provided. The Bible, he saw as a genuine revelation, 

and man needs a personal conversion. However the idea of a fall in moral standing as 

described in Genesis was declared a myth and did not occur. Christ is the saviour but it 

is impossible to prove h istorically that his miracles and resurrection occurred because 

the New Testament is not reliable. These things may have had a reality but not in the 

ordinary history as open to investigation so the resurrection must be accepted by faith.  

The real problem  was arrogance and a rejection of the Bible as the inspired word of God. 

The problem was not the convincing nature of liberal arguments ï they are not 

convincing. G K Chesterton recognised this in his classic Orthodoxy:  

The religious liberal, having no fir m anchor in eternity, built his Worldview on the 

shifting sands of the Zietgeist; his theology is inherently unstable and he knows 

it. He therefore resents, vainly tries to ignore, and subject to ridicule and calumny 

the Orthodox believer, who claims to ha ve an unchanging and certain message .180  

 

As did G E Ladd  

It must be recognised that modern Biblical criticism was not the product of a 

believing scholarship concerned with a better understanding of the Bible as the 

Word of God in its historical setting, but  of a scholarship which rejected the 

Bibleôs claim to be the supernaturally inspired Word of God.181   

 

And so John Warwick Montgomery concludes -   

Conceivably, though the notion hardly accords with the arrogance of modernity, 

Augustine, Aquinas, Michelangelo,  Luther, Calvin, Pascal, Bach, Kepler, Wesley, 

and a host of others too numerous to mention may have had better reason to 

hold to scriptural authority than twentieth century man has to reject it. 182  

                                            
179  Published in 1909 an d based on the text of the Authorised Version, with very extensive notes in 
the text, by Cyrus I Schofield.  

180  Quoted in The Suicide of Christian Theology , p 183.  John Warwick Montgomery, Trinity 
Press, Newburgh 1996  

181  The New Testament and Criticism , page  308, G E Ladd.  Grand Rapid 1960  

182  John Warwick Montgomery,  God's inerrant word , Lessons from Luther on the Inerrancy of 
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In the 1950's Paul Tillich (1886 ï1965) began to have an in creasing influence. He 

believed we could have Christian faith even if there were no Christ or a Christ so remote 

as to be unknown. His affirmation was that God is óbeingô itself, not óa beingô but the 

óground of beingô. The Bible, Christ and the Church, can never be perfect but only 

imperfect symbols of the óultimate ground of beingô.    

In the 1960's this had grown into Secular theology with writers such as John A. T. 

Robinson (1919 ï1983), the Bishop of Woolwich. He had taken the insights of Situational 

Ethics and rejected the esoteric nature of Existentialism. He wanted a way to make 

theology practical. Many of the ideas were attributed to Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906 -

1945). Bonhoeffer had been both an existentialist and a Barthian theologian, who died 

as a m artyr and was therefore revered. He had tried to be practical in his theology by 

asking -  óWho is Christ for us today?ô He found Christ to be located in the Church and in 

the ófaith communityô but not in Scriptures. He is to be found in action as in existential 

decision -making and in óessenceô as in Tillich's óground of beingô. While in a concentration 

camp, he located Christ in the secular society and talked about religionless  Christianity. 

Christ is hidden in the secular and we have to find him there. Chri st does not control but 

inhabits the situation.   

 The Secular theologians took up this idea in writings such as óHonest to Godô 183 and 

declared that God is not óup thereô, he is the óground of beingô.  Christ was seen as óthe 

man for othersô. Jesus was a model for us and not a saviour, as sin is not a reality. This 

secular theology is lived out in Situational Ethics, where we are encouraged to act 

ólovinglyô in every situation, regardless of any principles.   

 Bishop James Pike (1913 -1969) was the counter to  Robinson in the United States.  

When pushed as to his authority after rejecting God, the Bible, the Church and 

sacraments, he concluded that he must be the final authority in his own world and had in 

effect become his own god.   

This period had seen the r ise of optimism again within popular culture. Humans had 

made particular scientific and technological breakthroughs -  a man had stood on the 

Moon. So the optimism of Situational Ethics was brought into the corporate life of the 

Church where it was declared  that the Church should find the most loving thing to do, 

and in so doing reach maturity of faith.  

The Secular Theology led to a bombshell which featured on the cover of Time magazine. 

It marked a logical conclusion to all that had gone before, and declar ed, óGod is deadô. 
184  Some Like Harvey Cox (b.1929), used the expression óGod is deadô, as a metaphor 

and form of poetry. He was saying that people are dead to God and so God is dead to 

people. But others such as William Hamilton (b.1924) and Paul van Buren  (1924 -1998) 

wanted to state that God had literally died.  

Hamilton was a Biblical scholar who believed he could prove the death of God. He stated 

that in the 19th century we saw Jesusô belief in demonology was wrong but we kept our 

faith in Jesus. Later w e discovered Jesusô belief in sin, the fall and creation, was false 

                                                                                                                                        
Holy Writ,. Newburgh 1974, page 64  

183  J A T Robinson, Honest to God , SCM Press, London 1963  

184  "God Is Dead" We must recognize that the death of God is a historical event: God has died in 
our time, in our history, in our existence . TIME  magazine, 8 April 1966  
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and he was a child of his own time. But we still kept with Jesus. Now we had discovered 

that Jesusô eschatology was a myth he picked up from his day, and he was wrong. But 

we still kept wi th Jesus. Now Hamilton looked at Jesusô belief about God and declared 

that he was wrong, and we should be more grown -up in our approach and throw out the 

mythical ideas of Jesus. God has gone and man had become central.   

 Barth had declared that God was t ranscendent and pushed him away until later theology 

lost him all together. Existentialism said you will find God in your own experience. This 

was subjective and had no objective reality. In existentialism God was allowed to die.   

 The poorer people of th e world have been given a theology of their culture through 

writers like Leonard Boff (b.1938). This Liberation Theology deals with the actual 

situation. The Church has been seen as linked with the rich and Christians should be 

linked with the poor. Wealth  is evil. Salvation is total well -being for all. The Church is a 

sacrament of liberation and there is no difference between the sacred and the secular 

and no line between the believer and non -  believer. There is no sin and no redemption.   

 This is the exa ct opposite of Prosperity Theology which has been prominent in the 

United States where Christians have seen prosperity as a sign of God's blessing on those 

who are obedient and faithful to him. All things which are needed for life and fulfilment 

are availa ble to those who are centred in the blessing of God.  

Today we have difficulty communicating between Christians because we have different 

assumptions about authority and the place of Scripture. These assumptions have been 

further complicated by the claims a nd assumptions of the Charismatic movement.  There 

is still a desire for authority, but so often it is sought in experience.  The study of 

Scripture is not so strongly encouraged as a óSimple Faithô, even verging on the anti 

intellectual, is assumed to be what God honours.   

Many of the movements that have followed have seemed to be reactions of a frustrated 

church seeking to deal with what C S Lewis calls óundulationsô 185  -  the fact that life is not 

in a steady state but has peaks and troughs, the weariness  of spiritual warfare and the 

hard slog of following Christ in an alien world.  

 

Loss of Nerve . In the midst of this milieu of the 20 th  Century there was a great loss of 

nerve in defending the Faith. To seek to convert another person to the Christian faith 

was seen as a most evil thing to do. Some of those who did engage in Apologetics in the 

USA were strident and sometimes arrogant, which further stirred the reaction.  

 

Professor Thomas Guarino found this attitude in the Catholic as well as the Protestant 

community,  

One reason Apologetics went into eclipse, of course, is that the discipline 

smacked of arrogant, intolerant, and triumphal attitudes, capital sins in modern 

intellectual life. For many, the very term óApologeticsô brings to mind the 

desiccated an d jejune rationalism that, they imagine, Vatican II was striving to 

overcome.  186  

                                            
185  CS Lewis, Screwtape Letters . Collins Fontana, London,1963 . Page 44  

186  Thomas Guarino, Apologetics, Unapologetically . Magazine: Firs t Things: A Monthly 

Journal of Religion and Public Life . Issue: 161. March 2006. Page 53. Copyright 2006, Institute 
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John Stackhouse responded to this situation with his work, Humble Apologetics, and 

gives the following half humorous definitions ï  

óApologeticsô is ótelling someone why you're sorry you are a Christian.ô So the 

word can sound, linked as it is with our everyday word óapologize.ô And clearly 

Apologetics is a positive enterprise, not a regretful one!  There is more than a 

little irony in another whimsical definition: óApologeticsô is ómaking someone sorry 

he asked why you are a Christian!ô 187  

 

He too joins with many who have found Apologetics a dangerous enterprise that has 

caused people to be fearful or lose their nerve.  

Apologetics is dangerous work. In an era in which voices fro m several sides 

remind us of how problematic are human claims to knowledge; in a culture that 

increasingly resists and resents anyone who seeks the conversion of another; and 

in an activity whose stereotype is of rationalistic conceit and intellectual bull ying -  

what sensible, sensitive person would want to engage in Apologetics? 188  

 

Cardinal Avery Dulles opens his imposing History of Apologetics 189  by observing that  

Today the term Apologetics carries unpleasant connotations. The apologist is 

regarded as an a ggressive, opportunistic person who tries, by fair means or foul, 

to argue people into joining the Church. Numerous charges are laid at the door of 

Apologetics: its neglect of grace, of prayer, and of the life -giving power of the 

word of God; its tendency to oversimplify and syllogize the approach to faith; its 

dilution of the scandal of the Christian message; and its implied presupposition 

that God's word should be judged by the norm of fallible, not to say fallen, human 

reason.  

 

Earlier in the century C.  S. Lewis concluded an address to fellow apologists -   

I have found that nothing is more dangerous to one's own faith than the work of 

an apologist. No doctrine of that Faith seems to me so spectral, so unreal as one 

that I have just successfully defended in a public debate. For a moment, you see, 

it has seemed to rest on oneself: as a result, when you go away from that 

debate, it seems no stronger than that weak pillar. That is why we apologists take 

our lives in our hands and can be saved only by falling back continually from the 

web of our own arguments, as from our intellectual counters, into the Reality -  

from Christian Apologetics into Christ Himself. That also is why we need one 

another's continual help -  oremus pro invicem [Let us pray for each other ]. 190  

                                                                                                                                        
of Religion and Public Life.  

187  John G. Stackhouse, Humble Apologetics: Defending the Faith Today , Oxford University 
Press. New York. 2002. P age 227  
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For the Christian this created problems. How could the existence of God be proved and 

what sort of God did such proofs disclose? One response was fideism, which said that our 

faith in God was real, but could not be proved and if it could be, it would  not be faith. 

Others relied on subjective experience and such a response is illustrated in the hymn of 

Alfred H. Ackley, óI serve a risen Saviourô. It states,  

I know that he is living, whatever men may say é 

 You ask me how I know He lives. He lives with in my heart.  

 

The seeds of this crisis in Apologetics were not just the liberal and secular attacks on the 

Faith, but also the shift in Evangelical Theology where there was an abandoning of the 

strong emphasis on factual evidences for Christianity that had  characterized the work of 

BB Warfield, Charles Hodge and Gresham Machen. It was replaced by a very strong 

emphasis on Presuppositional Apologetics, which denies the value of evidence.  

Harriet Harris records how ï  

Shortly before his death Dr. Machen had been shocked to learn that this change 

had occurred, not only because it would undercut a large part of the work to 

which his life had been devoted, but also because he knew that such an anti -

intellectual attitude would greatly diminish the effectiveness o f the graduates in 

Christian thinking and evangelism. 191  

 

This was my experience when I studied the curriculum of the London University 

Department of Theology in the 1960ôs we were taught that all the Theistic Proofs  of 

Aquinas should be learned and underst ood ï but we should recognise that none of them 

stood up to reason. H D Lewis, Professor of the History and Philosophy of Religion in the 

University of London, laid down the ground rules -  

The benefit we derive from the study of the traditional arguments i s thus two -

fold; we appreciate in the first instance how they fail as arguments, and in the 

second place we acquire an insight into the movement of thought which lies 

behind them and makes them plausible. 192  

 

The conclusion was that there is a gap between cer tainty and uncertainty about God. 

Examining each of the theistic proofs available, in isolation, showed each was faulty and 

broken. They were like a heap of broken planks and one cannot build a bridge to span a 

gap with broken planks. Therefore we should b e very uncertain about God and truth and 

instead celebrate the inspiration of the stories of Jesus and emphasise the spirituality of 

men and women.  

I remember as a student in the foremost Evangelical college in the UK, discovering the 

books on Apologetics occupied only a small space on one shelf in the College Library. 

There was no formal teaching of Apologetics and no one told me these most helpful 
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books were there!  

In the 1970ôs I studied theology for two years at Durham University and the nearest we 

got to Apologetics was the insistence that every student read óMere Christianityô by CS 

Lewis, before beginning any other studies.  

About the only other book that the average UK Christian would have come across to help 

them in defending their faith was óWho m oved the Stone? ô 193  which dealt with evidence 

for the resurrection. Having checked with several theological colleges I discover that 

Apologetics today is still not regarded as essential and generally is not taught.  

 

Savonarola gives courage  to the nervous a nd challenges us by his own life laid down. 

But particularly he enables us to find confidence by providing the clearest understanding 

of the Apologetic task, the reasons for undertaking that task, the method of approaching 

that task and the place of that t ask within the grace of God.  

 

 

13  His Apologetic deals with the weaknesses and blunders in current 

Apologetics  

 

Note that I do not use the word óblunderô in a pejorative sense, but simply to indicate a 

course of action or an approach to a problem that is under taken without sufficient 

thought and which results in an outcome that might well be good, but is less than best.  

Having given a brief account of the history behind the loss of nerve in Apologetics, we 

must now consider the state of Apologetics in the 21 st  Century. As we consider the 

weaknesses and the blunders, we should note how Savonarolaôs approach - bringing all 

the evidences together as a unity -  avoids the blunders and overcomes the weaknesses.  

  

 

The blunder of making Apologetics a professional oc cupation rather than every  

believerôs responsibility. 

 

Because Apologetics has not been taught to the believers the loss of nerve has filtered 

down from the academic world to the church fellowship. Those who do engage in 

lecturing and writing in defence of the faith are regarded as professionals in a 

professional world, where amateurs venture at some risk. This has resulted in the sad 

situation where most believers are fully aware of the attacks on the Faith and know of 

Richard Dawkins, but few know of any r efutation of his arrogant polemics.  

The New Testament clearly sees the apologetic task of providing an óanswerô was the 

responsibility of each believer. Col. 4:6 Let your conversation be always full of grace, 

seasoned with salt, so that you may know how t o answer everyone .  

 Often it is seen as non -optional, especially in times of persecution. In such times the 

believer is told to trust the help of the Holy Spirit rather than some academic training. 
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Jesus says, Luke 12:11 -12 When you are brought before syna gogues, rulers and 

authorities, do not worry about how you will defend yourselves or what you will say, for 

the Holy Spirit will teach you at that time what you should say.  

 God has equipped every believer with an authoritative word ï the Bible, a mind to 

reflect and reason, a conversion experience as a testimony, the witness of the Spirit and 

the fruit of the Spirit in Christian behaviour, placed him in a team (the church) along 

with other believers. Each has been given a Christian worldview that has integ rity, and 

the ability to challenge the worldviews of others ï simply by asking questions such as ï 

ówhy do you say that? ô The available apologetic answers we can provide, if taught and 

encouraged, are not just emotional and subjective.  

All of this provide s material for the Holy Spirit to use in drawing men to Christ. We are 

called to be witnesses, not to do the work of grace. It is the Father who draws men to 

Christ and the Holy Spirit wants to use the believer as a witness. Our world of competing 

worldvie ws, cultures and religions, leaves us no place for neutrality. Our style of life 

(what the New Testament calls our óconversationô) is part of the óanswerô God calls us to 

make.  

This professionalising of Apologetics has had the additional sad implication th at giving an 

óanswerô is purely a matter of logic and reasoning powers. But this is a spiritual more 

than philosophical enterprise. That is why St. Paul stated categorically that faith cannot 

be produced by argument.   

For the message of the cross is fooli shness to those who are perishing, but to us 

who are being saved it is the power of God.  For it is written:  óI will destroy the 

wisdom of the wise; the intelligence of the intelligent I will frustrate.ô  Where is 

the wise man? Where is the scholar? Where  is the philosopher of this age? Has 

not God made foolish the wisdom of the world?  For since in the wisdom of God 

the world through its wisdom did not know him, God was pleased through the 

foolishness of what was preached to save those who believe. 1 Cor.  1:18 -25  

 

As Robert Brow says in his Origin of Religions 194 ,  

 If faith was the result of logical reasoning we would expect all the most 

intelligent people to be converted to one religion or ideology. It seems that God in 

his wisdom has insisted on freedom of religion, and this freedom cannot be forced 

by human reason or logic.  

 

A further aspect of the professionalising of Apologetics is the confused use of technical 

terms which leave believers totally confused. An example is the recent (September 

2008) reac tion from the British Royal Society when it was suggested that Creationism  

should be discussed in science lessons if raised by pupils. This was dismissed by the 

Society as a primitive and ignorant thing to do and that Creationism  should be banned 

from disc ussion. The Anglican Church, in the Saturday edition of The Times for 13 

September 2008, quickly asserted that Christians do not believe in Creationism .  But the 

very next day, Sunday, the Church expected all to share in the Creed, stating that we 

believe in God the creator  of heaven and earth. What clearer evidence can there be for 
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the need of Apologetics to find its rightful place in the teaching of every fellowship of 

believers.  

 

The blunder of allowing Apologetics to be come too esoteric and therefor e of 

little  use to the ordinary believer.  

 

Following on from what has been said about the professionalising of Apologetics, is the 

blunder of presenting Apologetics in forms that are too esoteric and unintelligible. For 

example, whole books are written sho wing that some extremely complex geological 

finding probably indicates that creation is more likely than evolution.  But the ordinary 

reader does not have the training to evaluate what is presented and they do not have 

the material evidence or laboratory e quipment to verify what is said.  

 

c)  The blunder of allowing Apologetics to become detached from our Christian  

purpose ï to witness to Christ and the gospel.  

 

So some apologists argue effectively that there is an intelligent designer behind our 

universe,  or that there must be a First Cause ï but their conclusion leaves us completely 

detached from proving that this is the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. The 

outcome of this approach is seen in the experience of Antony Flew, who after a lifetime 

of teaching atheism, moved to being a theist ï because the evidence is so strong. But 

there is no evidence that he has become a follower of Jesus Christ.  

In January 2004, at 81 years old, the legendary British philosopher and atheist 

and icon and champion for  unbelievers for decades ï changed his mind. His 

change of mind is significant news, not only about his personal journey, but also 

about the persuasive power of the arguments modern theists have been using to 

challenge atheistic naturalism. In an interview  he declared that his former 

writings were obsolete and that he had been particularly influenced by the 

evidence for intelligent design. 195  

 

d)  The blunder of thinking that one piece of evidence in some field of science 

or  philosophy may be presented as dec isive and the final proof of God.  

 

One example is the way in which whole books and departments have been devoted to 

the proving of the Turin Shroud as the shroud of Christ. Or another example -  the idea 

that the protein Lamenin  is the glue that holds the human body together and is in the 

shape of a cross, like the one on which Jesus died, is proof that He is at the heart of all 

things.  

A typical response to such isolated evidence is found in an Internet blog ï  

I could barely make it through his over -energ etic rant, but what I got out of it is 

that he is desperately trying to make one Christian molecular biologistôs opinion 

about one particular protein in the body that óholdsô it all together (isn't that what 

proteins do anyway?) and trying to make it sound  like the solid piece of proof that 
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Christians have been waiting for since the dawn of the religion. 196  

 

e)  The blunder of presenting the message of Christ and a Christian apologetic 

in a  way that avoids all association with the worldôs criticism of the Church and  

Christians.  

 

Many of the polemic atheistic writers have expressed hatred of the Church and blamed 

the Church for the evils in the world. They use simplistic slogans ï óReligion is the cause 

of all the wars and divisions in the worldô.  Feeling the  heat of the attack, some 

evangelists have tried to distance themselves from the Church. Their apologetic has 

been to say that the Church is boring and possibly irrelevant and Christians are not 

perfect and some have been evil. But Jesus is worth consideri ng because he was not part 

of the Church and he was perfect. One should not be too concerned about the Church, 

but just consider the possibility of a relationship between óyou and Jesusô.  

 

The problem with this approach is immediately seen when a person c omes to trust in 

Christ and they are then told that they should join a local church. This is a complete 

reversal of what they had been previously told.  

Can you have an apologetic without the Church?  The truth is that it is not possible to 

have an apologet ic without including the Church. It is part of the evidence. Creation 

shows the glory of God but also the Church and its experience reflects the glory of 

God. 197  

Savonarola makes a clear distinction between the political body of the Church and the 

entire bod y of believers bound in fellowship by the Holy Spirit. CS Lewis in his Screwtape 

Letters, writes a parable about the demonic world and has one senior demon writing to a 

junior about a convert to Christianity .  

One of our great allies at present is the chur ch itself. Do not misunderstand me. I 

do not mean the church as we see her spread out through all time and space and 

rooted in eternity, terrible as an army with banners. That I confess is a spectacle 

which makes our boldest tempters uneasy. But fortunatel y it is quite invisible to 

these humans. All your patient sees is the half - finished sham gothic erection on 

the new building estate. When he goes inside he sees the local grocer with rather 

an oily expression on his face bustling up to offer him one shiny little book 

containing a liturgy which neither of them understands.  198  

 

When dealing with the failures of the Church and criticisms that are offered, we need to 

respond with respect and gentleness.  We should agree with what is provable and regret 

it.  We sh ould show that what is criticised is not integral to Christ's teaching and 

sometimes amounts to a clear rejection of his purposes.  A parallel might be drawn with 

the world of medicine where a number of evil doctors down through the years have used 

their p ower and resources to accomplish great harm. But that does not mean that 
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disciples.  
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medical skills are to be rejected wholesale, nor that all doctors are evil. In fact, the 

reason we recognise the enormity of the evil is because it is a travesty of the purpose of 

med icine. So too with the Church.  

Brian Hepplethwaite comments on the importance of the witness of the Church and the 

way it has impacted society for good.  

So, I suggest, there are further appeals to history to be added to the cumulative 

case for Christian be lief. In addition to natural theology and the inner rationale of 

Christian doctrine, in addition to the history of morality and religion, in addition to 

the faith of Israel and the story of Jesus, not least his Resurrection, in addition to 

the lives of the  saints and the Christian Church, in so far as it actually does 

embody and manifest the fruits of the Spirit, the apologist will also appeal to the 

ways in which the values of the Kingdom can be seen to have penetrated society 

and made their contribution t o the redemption of the world..  199  

The Christian church it has been suggested may well rejoice that its spiritual 

goods now exist in secular form.  Secular respect for freedom of conscience and 

the dignity of the person, secular commitment to the protectio n of the 

handicapped, universal schooling and many other features of the modern state 

may be regarded as secularised church treasures. 200    

 

We need to see that there can be no full Apologetic without the Church. It is part of the 

purpose of Christ, who said,  I will build my Church ,201  and by this all men will know that 

you are my disciples, if you love one another. 202   

Even in the terrible corruption of the Church in the 15 th  Century, Savonarola is able to 

identify the true Church as a work of Christ. Because it is central he discloses that the 

chariot in his motif of the Triumph of the Cross, is actually the Church.  

If we carefully examine the works which Christ has performed, and still does 

perform, in His Church (represented by this Chariot), we shall begin to be filled 

with wonder. This will lead us to diligently seek out the cause of those works, and 

as we do, we shall gradually rise to the knowledge of invisible things, and of the 

divine majesty of Christ. 203  

 

Savonarola has a high doctrine of the Church. Like St Paul he would delight that Christ 

loved the Church and gave himself for her .  204   He believed that the true Church was 

made up of all those who were in a saving relationship with Christ as Lord. In his day, 

the only place he could find the true Church was  embedded in the Roman Catholic 

Church. This because it was the only really functioning expression of the Church in the 

West of Europe. He also valued the link with St Peter as first bishop of Rome, but was 
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appalled by the state of the administration and l eadership of organised religion.  

 

f)  The blunder of moving to the relativism of a pluralistic and blunted gospel.  

 

In our Churches as well as in society, the secularists have become the high priests of 

modernist thought. Their gospel is offered as one trut h among many. There can be no 

mention of a saviour, for we need none, nor of resurrection because it is incredible.  To 

reach unbelievers with such a gospel is not an urgency nor terribly important. To 

confront such attitudes, so prevalent in church and in  society, we are going to need both 

competent apologetic and passionate commitment to evangelism.  

 

Preaching on Acts 4:12,  Neither is there salvation in any other: for there is none other 

name under heaven given among men, whereby we must be saved, Michae l Green said -  

Yes this is an incredibly strong statement, all the more so because two different 

Greek words are used for the word 'other' which comes twice in it. Peter is saying 

that there is no 'additional' way of salvation, no 'Jesus and...' and no 'al ternative' 

way of salvation, no Krishna, no Muhammad as the way to salvation. That is very 

tough. It is the height of political incorrectness. And you will find fierce opposition 

to it in much of the church, which is so inclusive without the need for 

trans formation that Jesus almost becomes unnecessary, and faith in him is an 

optional extra. 205  

 

Savonarola is equally clear -   

From what has just been said, it is evident, that Christianity is the only true 

religion. And if this is the case, then there is no salv ation except through faith in 

Christ, and all, except Christians, must be living in error. 206  

 

g)  The blunder of presenting several or even many apologetic arguments 

without  ever seeing the relationship between them.  

 

Apologetics has not only been professio nalised, it has splintered in various specialist 

areas. Each area is seen as self contained and valid in itself. Rather like the illustration of 

the blind men examining different parts of an elephant.  

Francis A. Schaeffer in The God Who Is There, notes  th is tendency to compartmentalise 

learning and Apologetics and sees its roots in specialised education.  

In our modern forms of specialized education there is a tendency to lose the 

whole in the parts, and in this sense we can say that our generation produce s few 

truly educated people. True education means thinking by associating across the 

various disciplines, and not just being highly qualified in one field, as a technician 

might be. I suppose no discipline has tended to think more in fragmented fashion 
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tha n the orthodox or evangelical theology of today. Those standing in the stream 

of historic Christianity have been especially slow to understand the relationships 

between various areas of thought. 207  

 

A number of Apologists have noted the weakness in putting forward one argument at a 

time and then to have it countered or dismissed as of limited significance. There is also 

the danger that if one has only one tool, for example a hammer, then one will think that 

all problems can be solved by hitting them, because  it is the only resource available. This 

approach is not only crude ï it can be destructive.  

Their response has been to catalogue as many Apologetic reasons as possible and to try 

to win the argument by quantity. Others like Norman Geisler and Phil Fernand es have 

tried to form a stronger apologetic by presenting some linkage between the different 

reasons. Phil Fernandes takes this approach in the Theism vs. Atheism  debate with 

Michael Martin, where he forms what he calls  The Cumulative Case for God.  He desc ribes 

this as Interdisciplinary Apologetics , and says that it is easier to deal with some attacks 

by drawing on several areas of Apologetics rather than to offer answers from one 

approach alone. This is particularly true when dealing with questions of ethi cs, theodicy, 

or the inspiration and veracity of Scripture.     

However Savonarola has shown that it is the holistic and integrated philosophy of the 

Christian Faith which makes the argument so much stronger and effective. We need to 

present the answer as a  whole, not a random collection of parts.  

 

h)  The blunder of presenting Apologetics as a reactive exercise; trying to 

defend the  Faith against hostile arguments.  

 

This usually involves a response to some argument or claim and can give the impression 

of we akness as arguments are conceded or accommodated.  

An example of this weak apologetic approach is given by Sir Jonathan Sacks, the Chief 

Rabbi of the United Hebrew Congregations of the Commonwealth. Writing in an article in 

The Times, London, August 29, 20 08, in response to Richard Dawkinsô book The God 

Delusion 208  and TV series on Darwin , Sacks says -  

We will no doubt hear it asserted that Darwin dealt a death blow to religious 

belief. That, it should be said, is quite untrue. What it dealt a death blow to w as 

one very poor argument for the existence of God, namely the argument from 

design. This argument figures nowhere in the Hebrew Bible. It does not even 

belong to its world of thought. It belongs instead to the tradition of Ancient 

Greece and to the idea t hat the most important truths are those that can be 

proved. In fact none of the most important truths can be proved.  

 

In saying this he not only concedes the argument from design too cheaply, but veers 

toward fideism by inferring that the most important tru ths are not those that can be 

proven. In effect he is stepping back from the argument and saying that óproofô is not an 
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issue for the believer ï without ever defining proof .  

To complete his apologetic Sacks then lists a set of issues and implies that if Da wkins 

could deal a blow to each of these issues ï then God would have nowhere to hide, he 

would be a delusion.  

The believer might mention other mysteries, such as how did life evolve from 

non - life? How did sentience emerge? How was the uniquely human capa city for 

self - consciousness born? How did life evolve at such speed that even Francis 

Crick, co -discoverer of DNA, was forced to suggest that it came from Mars? And 

the ultimate ontological question: why is there something rather than nothing? 

None of thes e is a proof. Each, rather, is a source of wonder.  

 

Sadly much of todayôs Apologetics makes such defensive and unsure piecemeal 

responses to arguments which should be refuted, not conceded or accommodated. (A 

better approach is to stand firm and show that in his argument, Dawkins is out of his 

depth in The God Delusion  and is easily refuted by a competent philosopher like Alvin 

Plantinga. 209 )  

 

Savonarola avoids all of these blunders.  

 

Savonarola avoids all of these blunders by showing that all the evidence fi ts together as 

a unity and forms an integrated philosophy. In doing this he is not only able to be our 

contemporary and speak in our terms, he is in fact our master. He truly was a most 

profound and original teacher and can be viewed as the Father of Moder n Apologetics.  

His schema begins with evidence for the existence of God and what it means for the 

nature of humans if God is our creator. If God is our creator he must have had a 

purpose, and the purpose must have an effective means to enable it to be ach ieved. The 

means of Godôs effective working is his grace displayed in the person and work of Christ. 

Christ must be the incarnate God because the effects of his power are proof of his claims 

and are seen in the transformed lives of Christians. He is also a ffirmed as God become 

man, by his claims and teaching. His teaching is significant and surpasses anything seen 

or heard before. It reveals spiritual truth unavailable to reason alone and includes twelve 

basic doctrines, which are detailed in the Creed. Its  ethical content is revealed in the Ten 

Commandments and the whole is given living expression in the Church, which Christ 

promised to build. This Church has been guided by the revelation and record given in 

Holy Scripture. This body of evidence provides a rational and integrated apologetic and 

Worldview. This Worldview is more reasonable and better supported by experience than 

any other explanation of life and its purpose. It can be compared and contrasted with 

the philosophy of secular humanism, the hopes and beliefs of Judaism, the objectives of 

Islam, the New Age and ancient Asian religions and of occult practices and astrology. 

Because Christianity is centred on truth it is unsurprising that it should be the most 

rational and most integrated and consiste nt Worldview and its gospel the most wonderful 

news one could imagine.  

                                            
209  See -  Alvin Plantinga, The  Dawkins Confusion -  Naturalism ad absurdum , Books & Culture, 
March/April 2007 . Available at http://www.christianitytoday.com/bc/2007/002/1.21.html  
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14  His -  Triumph of the Cross  

 

Savonarola wrote The Triumph of the Cross  in late 1496, completing it about the time of 

his excommunication in 1497. It was officially published a year la ter and became a great 

success.  

 

The Motif of Petrarch  

 

The iconic device of a Triumph  does not refer to the battle and victory won, but 

specifically to the Victory Parade  when the  ótriumphô was displayed and celebrated. It 

was a motif used by Petrarch Fr ancesco Petrarca (1304 -1374) an earlier resident of 

Florence, who had a huge influence on the literature and art of Florence. He was a 

brilliant poet, musician, scholar, humanist and diplomat. His abiding legacy has been the 

sonnet form of poetry. In his s onnets he used the motif of a triumphal entry, based on 

ancient Roman military processions. It became a literary and artistic device for 

celebrating love, fame, virtue and other popular Renaissance themes. But in a darker 

mood in the óTriumph of Death' , Pe trarch reminded Christians that those human victories 

were short - lived.  

Clearly Savonarola was adopting a motif that was familiar and using it for his own 

purpose. He converts the secular Renaissance triumph  into a vivid metaphor of Christôs 

victory over sin and death.  

Let us, picture in our minds, a four -wheeled chariot on which is seated Christ. As 

conqueror, he is crowned with thorns, and bears the marks of His wounds, 

showing that it is through His passion and death that He has overcome the world. 

Ove r His head shines a light like a triple sun. This represents the Blessed Trinity, 

which envelops His humanity, and the whole Church, with unspeakable splendour. 

In His left hand Christ holds the Cross and the instruments 210  of His passion, in 

His right, the Old and the New Testaments. At His feet are the bread and wine of 

Communion; 211  the oil for blessing and healing; 212  and the other symbols of the 

sacraments. The Blessed Mother of God, 213  the Virgin Mary, is seated beneath her 

Son. Around, and below her, are ves sels of gold, silver and precious stones, filled 

with ashes and bones of the dead. The Apostles and Preachers go before the 

Chariot, appearing to draw it along. The Patriarchs, the Prophets, and 

innumerable men and women of the Old Testament precede them. The Chariot is 

                                            
210  The tools used at His crucifixion.  

211  óHost and chaliceô 

212  óVessels of balsam and oilô 

213  Mother of God  is a title of honour given to Mary the mother of Jesus. The title tells us 

something about Jesus. It affirms that she was His mother and He had a supernatural conception, 
but a natural birth. So He was truly human. But He was also divine because Mary had given birth 
to a uniquely conceived child. This child was the Lord ï the Old Testament title for God. The title 
does not indicate that Mary was the First Cause in bringing God into being, but is based on the 
incident in Lukeôs gospel. Luke 1:41 -43 When Elizabeth heard Mary's greeting, the baby leaped in 
her womb, and Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit. [42] In a loud voice she exclaimed: 

óBlessed are you among women, and blessed is the child you will bear! [43] But why am I so 
favoured, that the mother of my Lord  should come to me?  




