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D. V. Coornhert (1522– 90) was one of the most important Dutch humanists, phi-
losophers, and writers. Because he wrote only in Dutch, his fame did not really extend 
further than the language borders. If he had written in Latin, he probably would have 
been much more known in the European culture, though writing in Dutch gave him a 
certain lead: he wrote the first vernacular ethics. In 1568, he published Zedekunst dat is 
wellevenskunste (Ethics or the Art of Living Well, trans. 2015). Coornhert stood in the tra-
dition of the other great Dutch humanist, Erasmus of Rotterdam. He plied for a full and 
principal freedom of religion and he wrote strongly against the predestination doctrine. 
Those ideas were heard by John Calvin, whose reaction was a pamphlet titled Contre la 
secte phantastique et furieuse des libertins qui se nomment spirituelz: Response à un cer-
tain holandois.

It is not possible to review all eight articles here, so I will pick the two that are the 
most interesting. The first is by Jürgen Pieters and is about the book of Job. It is this 
Bible book that illustrates the differences between Coornhert and Calvin. Calvin used the 
book of Job to explain that God predestined everything. Job suffers and seeks solace with 
his friends. Human solace is not real solace, so Job’s friends are bringing false hope and 
they augment Job’s misfortune. What happens to Job is just the will of God, but His will 
stays absconditus for us humans. We, humans, have the task to submit ourselves to God. 
Coornhert reads the book of Job in a different way. There is good and evil in our world, 
and those two are not both coming from God. Job suffers because the Chaldea attacked 
his camels and his men. The Chaldea were not sent by God; they had their free will, like 
Adam had his free will when he ate the apple. Human will is not of the same order as 
God’s will, but we still all have our own. These two kinds of wills make the difference 
between a sinful life and a good life.

In 1580, Coorhert published De Koopman (The Merchant), the result of thirty years’ 
of thinking about richness and trade. It’s about this tractate that Jeroen Vandommele and 
Stijn Bussels wrote their article. Coornhert’s question: is the merchant good or evil? He 
searches for a moral code about the striving for richness. Jesus had given his life to redeem 
mankind from the original sin, and sixteenth- century Flemish/Dutch authors saw that 
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as a form of trade. So, in itself trade is not a bad thing to do. When a merchant got rich by 
trading, he should, however, not trust in his welfare; he should trust in Christ. No matter 
how rich one gets, Christ must remain one’s guidance. A true Christian merchant also 
donates to charities.

These two concerns of Coornhert may seem like open doors (free will vs. Calvin, and 
a merchant’s obligation to pay to charity), but in the debates of the sixteenth century, they 
were very meaningful, which explains the subtitle of this book: Coornhert and the Ques-
tions of His Time. Coorhert was in the middle of those debates and perhaps this bundle 
of articles should be translated into English to reach the broader audience Coornhert 
deserves.
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