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It is both natural and unavoidable to describe this book, as the editors do, as the
first systematic Protestant missiology. The Utrecht theologian Johannes
Hoornbeeck held a series of disputations with students in – on the subject
of how Christianity might be taken to the gentiles. (Translating that word into
English is not straightforward: the editors’ choice of ‘heathens’ is a sensible one,
not least because the term Hoornbeeck would likely have chosen would be the
Dutch heidenen.) Those disputations evolved into this hefty Latin treatise on the
subject, whose English translation in this edition runs to  pages. It was eventu-
ally published in , three years after Hoornbeeck’s death.

He was not the first Protestant to discuss the subject, and in particular was
influenced by his teacher Gisbertus Voetius, whose missiological writings predate
Hoornbeeck’s but were not published until . But for Voetius and others mis-
siology was a digression in a larger project, or was polemical, or a publicity or fund-
raising exercise. Hoornbeeck was the first to bring the full weight of seventeenth-
century Reformed scholasticism to bear on missions, and the result is a strange
hybrid of a text, a kind of theological monotreme. Its structure and preoccupations
look distinctly weird to later eyes. And while its influence on its time and later gen-
erations was not zero, it was limited. But as a sign of how a leading academic mind
was grappling with a formidably difficult problem, it is invaluable. We owe the
editors a debt of gratitude for preparing such a clean, accessible text, carefully
but not excessively annotated.

We might call this a work of missiology, but Hoornbeeck did not, since the cat-
egory did not yet exist. He was feeling his way in trying to invent it. Book I (nine
chapters) defines heathenism, and spends most of its scope surveying different
heathens, ancient and modern. The remainder of the treatise, the fifteen chapters
of book II, devotes a great many pages to Christian arguments against heathen
beliefs and practices, before turning in the final few chapters to what we might
imagine is the core question: how the heathen might be converted. Some of the
other questions he considers on the way are essential, notably his rejection of
the claim advanced by contemporary Lutheran Orthodoxy that Christ’s commis-
sion to preach to all nations had been given personally and exclusively to the
Apostles, and had died with them. Some are distinctly not: the editors strive vali-
antly to explain why Hoornbeeck felt the need to include a twenty-five-page
chapter rehearsing the conventional Protestant argument that the Sybilline
Books were forgeries, but it still seems like an odd choice.

Still, that chapter serves as a clue to the coordinates of Hoornbeeck’s mental
world. Like any good Reformed scholastic, he felt more at home in the ancient
world than in his own times. His ingenious determination to find ancient wit-
nesses – both patristic and pagan – at every possible point of his argument is a
reminder that, when early modern Europeans encountered non-Christian non-
Europeans, they struggled mightily to see the people in front of them rather
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than the imagined ancient pagans whom they took to be a model for what gentiles
should always and everywhere be.

Amongst the pervasive effects of this perspective is that Hoornbeeck thinks
he knows how ancient Rome was converted, and so believes that the key
weapon in the missionary’s arsenal is the philosophical apologia. Lengthy chap-
ters prove, using a mass of ancient sources and to his own entire satisfaction,
that there is a single, creator God; that the soul is immortal; that the
Christian revelation is self-evidently superior; that heathen worship is ridiculous;
and that heathen practices are barbaric. He is aware that these arguments might
have little purchase on alien peoples but struggles to do anything with that
insight. When deploring the ‘animal nudity’ of indigenous Americans, for
example, all he can say is that ‘because these people stray so far from reason
and decorum in this respect, there are not many arguments that can
prove them wrong … As a last resort they may have to be forced by authority
and power’.

And so it is natural that he believes the peoples who will be easiest to convert will
be the most civilised, in particular the Chinese and Japanese. Because such people
already have extensive knowledge and great virtues, ‘they [will] more easily allow a
new religion to be preached to them’. Whereas with non-literate peoples, there is a
longer road to walk: ‘barbarians first of all should be made to learn to be humans,
next to be Christians’. Subsequent centuries of missionary experience have shown
these claims to be mistaken. In Hoornbeeck’s world, they seemed self-evidently
correct.

More surprisingly, his other principal reference point is contemporary
Catholicism. He naturally deplores the brutalities of Spanish conquest and
echoes the Black Legend, and makes clear his distaste for Catholic doctrine and
practices. But he emphasises that the example of Catholic missions ought to
‘provoke us to emulate them’ (in contrast to some of his Lutheran contemporaries
who claimed that Spain had proved that the entire missionary enterprise was
corrupt and that Protestants ought to avoid it). Hoornbeeck not only cites
Catholic authors – even papal decrees – at great length, affirming that ‘we are
not at all ashamed to perceive and learn the good things that can be adapted
for the benefit of the church’. He is also unabashed in his admiration, especially,
of the Jesuits’ achievements and of their ‘conspicuous examples of virtue and sanc-
tity’. Francis Xavier and Matteo Ricci are given particularly warm treatment, with
even miracle-stories repeated uncritically.

This partly reflects the relative paucity of Protestant missionary examples on
which Hoornbeeck might draw, although he was well aware of much more on
that front that could have been said. The treatise’s final, brief chapter is a cheer-
leading celebration of John Eliot’s Native American mission in Massachusetts,
carried out by ‘evangelists who not only teach the Gospel in a pure way with
respect to doctrine, but also are saintly in their means and ends’. And yet this is
an appendix to a Protestant volume most of whose authorities are ancient or con-
temporary Catholic writers. Hoornbeeck’s explanation for such a generous – or
omnivorous – policy is that, ‘like in a field full of all kinds of herbs, some
healthy, some venomous, one should walk on tiptoe and the harmful things
should carefully be separated from the good’. This is not only revealing of the
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entire worldview of Reformed scholasticism: it also remains a principle that other
bitterly polarised eras might do well to consider.

ALEC RYRIEDURHAM UNIVERSITY
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In four chapters, an introduction and a conclusion Elisa Frei examines the litterae
indipetae written by Jesuits living in the Italian assistancy who sought to work in the
East Indies, particularly China and Japan, between  and . Frei explains
the geographical and chronological scope of her work, as well as the type of docu-
ments under examination, in the following ways: firstly, the period under investiga-
tion was a particularly ‘tormented’ one, which made Jesuit applications to become
missionaries in this area during this time one that attracted the ‘most determined,
motivated, and obstinate’ candidates. To focus on documents that foreground
evangelical and missionary fervour above all, Frei’s selection of litterae indipetae to
analyse both qualitatively and quantitatively is well chosen. The directness of
these ‘ego-documents’ indeed provides a close insight into the voices of these peti-
tioners to the Indies (p. ). Frei enables ‘unknown … unimportant’, and, ultim-
ately, ‘unsuccessful’ Jesuits ‘to speak for themselves’ and from there she
unravels the motivations, emotions and networks surrounding these petitioners
as they envisioned their (unfulfilled) role as Catholic missionaries in the
Eurasian world (p. ).

After an introduction to the genre, Frei analyses the push and pull factors before
zooming in on the network surrounding the petitioners and two specific case
studies, namely China and Japan. The introduction does highlight both the
instructions and guidelines from above provided by Jesuit generals such as – most
importantly – Michelangelo Tamburini, and the ‘inflamed feelings’ as petitioners
from below found creative ways to express their deepest desires directly to the
person of highest authority within their order. Despite the effort to provide
clear directions to aspiring candidates (p. ), the genre does not seem to have
essentially changed after Tamburini’s input, perhaps, as Frei (in line with
Aliocha Maldavsky) suggests, because the letters are illusionary documents that
reflect religious desires without really having a clue what lay beyond their
European lands and imaginations. A more in-depth analysis of health, age, skills,
virtue and rhetoric further in the introduction reveals that ‘everything could
support [the petitioner’s] cause’ (p. ).

Digging deeper into rhetoric as a variable, Frei then guides the reader to what
she calls pull and push factors in the next chapter. She starts by listing the most
readily available texts and publications on the Jesuit missions in the Far East by
authors such as Xavier, Valignano, Ricci and Bartoli in addition to other media
and paintings or sculptures. However, she also notes that with the exception of
Xavier and Bartoli, most petitioners did not make explicit references to the literary
sources that inspired them. Next is the connection between these emotionally
charged letters and the idea of martyrdom; while some letters were written in
blood, the Jesuit general did need to keep in mind how to balance martyrdom
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