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​The Martyrdom of Jerome of Prague

​Chapter 1: The Fractured Body of Christ - The Great Western Schism and the Crisis of Authority
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On the evening of September 20, 1378, a simple question echoed through every monastery, cathedral, and parish church in Western Christendom: Who is the Pope? For more than a millennium, this question would have seemed absurd, its answer self-evident. The Bishop of Rome, successor to Saint Peter, held the keys to the kingdom of heaven. His authority derived not from human will but from Christ himself. Yet on that September evening, two men sat upon two different thrones, each wearing the triple crown of the papacy, each claiming to be the sole legitimate vicar of Christ on earth, and each declaring the other to be a pretender, an antipope, and quite possibly the Antichrist himself.

The man who sat in Rome was Urban VI, elected just five months earlier by a conclave of cardinals meeting under pressure from a Roman mob howling for an Italian pope. The man who sat in Avignon, in the south of France, was Clement VII, elected by those same cardinals who now declared their first choice had been made under duress and was therefore invalid. Both men commanded armies. Both men excommunicated the other. Both men claimed the absolute obedience of every Christian soul. And neither man would yield, even unto death.

This was the beginning of what historians would call the Great Western Schism, a rupture in the visible unity of the Catholic Church that would last thirty-nine years and shake the foundations of medieval Christian civilization. Unlike the earlier schism between Rome and Constantinople in 1054, which had divided East from West along lines of language, liturgy, and theological emphasis, this new schism divided the Latin West against itself. It was not a dispute between Greek and Latin, between Constantinople and Rome, but a civil war within the household of Western Christianity. The same priests who celebrated the same mass in the same Latin tongue, who followed the same canon law and professed the same Nicene Creed, found themselves on opposite sides of an unbridgeable chasm, each side convinced that the other worshiped at an altar of lies.

For the young Jerome of Prague, born into this fractured world sometime in the late 1370s, the schism was not a historical anomaly but the normal state of affairs. He would grow to manhood never knowing a united Christendom. The crisis would shape his intellectual formation, his understanding of authority, and ultimately his willingness to stand against the very councils that claimed to speak for the universal Church. To understand Jerome's martyrdom in 1416, we must first understand the world that made him, a world where certainty had collapsed and where even the most fundamental question—who speaks for Christ?—had become a matter of partisan allegiance rather than obvious truth.

​The Road to Schism: Avignon and the Babylonian Captivity

The crisis of 1378 did not emerge from nowhere. Its roots stretched back seventy years to a series of events that had fundamentally altered the relationship between the papacy and the great kingdoms of Europe. In 1305, a French archbishop named Bertrand de Got had been elected Pope Clement V. Rather than traveling to Rome to assume the throne of Peter, Clement established his court at Avignon, a city on the Rhône River in what was then technically imperial territory but culturally and politically within the French sphere of influence. What began as a temporary arrangement became a permanent exile. For the next seventy years, from 1309 to 1377, seven successive popes would rule the Church not from Rome but from Avignon, each of them French, each surrounded by a college of cardinals dominated by French prelates, and each working in close coordination with the French monarchy.

The Italian poet Petrarch, watching from afar, called this arrangement the "Babylonian Captivity of the Church," comparing the papacy's sojourn in Avignon to the ancient exile of the Jews in Babylon. The comparison was apt in more ways than one. Just as the Babylonian exile had forced the Jewish people to ask fundamental questions about God's presence and purpose, so too did the Avignon papacy force Christians to reconsider the nature of ecclesiastical authority. If the Bishop of Rome did not live in Rome, was he still the Bishop of Rome? If the pope served the political interests of France, could he truly serve the universal Church? If the cardinals were all French, chosen by French popes serving French kings, how could they represent the mind of Christendom?

These questions gained urgency as the Avignon popes involved themselves ever more deeply in the complex and bloody politics of fourteenth-century Europe. They funded wars, negotiated treaties, and intervened in the affairs of kingdoms with a boldness that seemed to confirm their critics' worst suspicions. The papal court at Avignon became legendary for its magnificence and its corruption in equal measure. Massive fortress-palaces rose along the Rhône, their construction funded by an increasingly elaborate system of ecclesiastical taxation that extracted money from every corner of Christendom to sustain the splendor of the papal household. Benefices—positions in the Church that came with income—were bought and sold with brazen openness. Dispensations from canon law could be purchased for the right price. Multiple bishoprics could be held by a single man who might never visit any of his dioceses but merely collected their revenues.

The theological problem this created was profound. The Church taught that the pope possessed the fullness of spiritual authority, that he could bind and loose on earth what would be bound and loosed in heaven, that his decisions in matters of faith and morals were protected from error by the Holy Spirit. Yet the Avignon popes seemed to many observers to be not spiritual shepherds but worldly princes, distinguished from secular monarchs only by their celibacy, and sometimes not even by that. How could Christians trust that the Holy Spirit guided such men? How could they believe that Christ's promise to Peter extended to popes who seemed more concerned with political advantage than with the salvation of souls?

​The Return to Rome and the Furious Conclave

By the 1370s, pressure was mounting for the papacy to return to Rome. The city of Saint Peter had fallen into disorder during the papal absence, its churches crumbling, its streets controlled by rival noble families, its people impoverished by the loss of the pilgrim trade. Mystics and prophets, most notably Catherine of Siena, bombarded the Avignon court with visions and exhortations demanding the pope's return to his proper see. Political calculations also shifted. The French monarchy's grip on the papacy had provoked resentment throughout Europe, and there were hints that a new crusade or a new council might be called to address the situation if the popes did not reform themselves.

In 1377, Pope Gregory XI finally made the journey from Avignon to Rome. It was a triumphal procession through Italy, greeted everywhere with rejoicing that the long exile had ended. But Gregory's health, never robust, deteriorated rapidly in the unfamiliar Italian climate. On March 27, 1378, less than fifteen months after his return, he died, leaving the cardinals to elect his successor under circumstances unique in recent memory. For the first time in seven decades, a papal election would take place in Rome itself, with a Roman mob just outside the conclave walls rather than the French king's soldiers.

The Roman people made their desires brutally clear. They wanted an Italian pope, preferably a Roman, certainly not another Frenchman who might return the papacy to Avignon. As the cardinals gathered in the Vatican palace on April 7, 1378, crowds filled the streets outside, chanting "Romano lo volemo, o almanco Italiano"—"We want a Roman, or at least an Italian." The chant grew louder through the night, accompanied by the ringing of church bells and the clashing of weapons. Some accounts report that armed men broke into the palace cellars and began broaching the wine casks, creating a sense of imminent chaos.

Under this pressure, the sixteen cardinals present—eleven of them French, only four Italian, and one Spanish—made a hurried choice. On April 8, they elected Bartolomeo Prignano, the Archbishop of Bari, who took the name Urban VI. The choice seemed safe enough. Prignano was Italian, satisfying the mob's demand, but he had spent years in the Avignon curia and was well-known to the French cardinals as a competent administrator. He was not himself a cardinal, which might have seemed to elevate him above factional disputes. And perhaps most importantly, his election could be announced immediately, calming the increasingly violent crowd outside.

But Urban VI proved to be a catastrophic choice. Within weeks of his coronation, the new pope began to alienate the very cardinals who had elected him. His manner was harsh and imperious. He publicly berated cardinals in consistory, calling them fools and worse. He announced his intention to reform the Church, beginning with the cardinals themselves, whom he accused of avarice, luxury, and neglect of their spiritual duties. He made clear his determination to remain in Rome and to appoint enough Italian cardinals to break the French majority. Most alarming of all, he seemed to be suffering from a psychological instability that manifested in violent rages and irrational decisions.

The French cardinals, watching their power and privileges threatened, began to reconsider what they had done. They withdrew from Rome to the town of Anagni, then to Fondi, claiming distance from Urban's increasingly erratic behavior. There, in the summer of 1378, they began to argue that their election of Urban had been invalid because it had been made under duress, with a violent mob threatening their lives if they did not elect an Italian. On August 9, they issued a declaration stating that Urban's election was null and void. On September 20, they elected one of their own number, Robert of Geneva, who took the name Clement VII.

​Two Popes, Two Obediences, One Church

What followed was not simply a disputed election but a theological catastrophe. Both men claimed to be the legitimate successor to Saint Peter. Both exercised the full powers of the papal office, appointing bishops, granting dispensations, levying taxes, excommunicating enemies. Both commanded armies and engaged in actual warfare against each other in the Italian peninsula. When military force failed to resolve the question—Urban held Rome, Clement eventually withdrew to Avignon—the schism settled into a seemingly permanent division.

Europe divided along political rather than theological lines. France, naturally, recognized Clement VII, as did Scotland, which was allied with France against England. The Spanish kingdoms, after some hesitation, also declared for Clement. England, equally naturally, recognized Urban VI, as did most of the Holy Roman Empire, Hungary, and Poland. Italy was divided, with some regions supporting Urban and others Clement depending on their political alliances and local interests. It was a map of power politics, not of spiritual discernment.

The theological implications were devastating. If the pope was truly the vicar of Christ, protected by the Holy Spirit from leading the Church into error, then one of these men must be a true pope and the other a usurper. But which was which? The cardinals who elected Urban later said they had acted under duress, invalidating the election—but they had initially celebrated Urban's coronation and accepted his authority until he began to threaten their interests. Did that not suggest their later claims of duress were merely excuses? On the other hand, the cardinals who elected Clement were the same men who had elected Urban, and they claimed to be correcting their earlier mistake. If they had the authority to elect a pope, did they not also have the authority to declare an election invalid?

For ordinary Christians, the questions were even more agonizing. Sacraments performed by priests loyal to the wrong pope might be invalid. Absolution granted by a bishop appointed by an antipope might not actually absolve sin. Marriage witnessed by such a bishop might not be a true marriage. Burial in consecrated ground blessed by a schismatic priest might not provide rest for the soul. And there was no obvious way to determine which pope was true. It was not a matter of doctrine—both popes professed the same Creed, the same moral teachings, the same canon law. It was purely a matter of jurisdiction and legitimacy, questions that logic and theology seemed powerless to resolve.

The situation grew even more complicated as both lines of claimants continued after the deaths of the original contestants. When Urban VI died in 1389, the cardinals loyal to him elected Boniface IX. When Clement VII died in 1394, the cardinals in Avignon elected Benedict XIII. Neither side would yield. Proposals to resolve the schism through mutual resignation, through arbitration, through a council of the whole Church, all foundered on the same problem: neither pope would acknowledge that the other had the authority to negotiate or that any human authority could judge between them.

​The Conciliar Response and the Council of Pisa

As the schism stretched from years into decades, a new movement emerged among university theologians and canon lawyers. If the popes would not heal the schism, perhaps the Church itself could act. The principle of conciliarism—the idea that a general council of the Church possessed authority superior to the pope's—had ancient roots in the councils of the early Church. In times of crisis, when popes had been heretical or when the throne of Peter had been vacant, councils had met to preserve unity and define doctrine. Could such a council meet to resolve the present crisis?

The universities of Paris, Oxford, and Prague became centers of conciliarist thought. Theologians argued that the Church was primarily the community of believers, not the institutional structure. The pope was the servant of the Church, not its master. In extraordinary circumstances, when the papal office had become an obstacle to unity rather than its guarantor, the Church could act through a council to restore order. These arguments drew on the same philosophical realism that would later animate Jerome of Prague's thought. The universal Church had a reality independent of any particular pope or institutional arrangement. Its survival and unity took precedence over the claims of individuals, however exalted their office.

In 1409, cardinals from both obediences, frustrated by their respective popes' obstinacy, took the revolutionary step of calling a council on their own authority. They met at Pisa, declared both existing popes deposed for schism and heresy, and elected a new pope, Alexander V. This solution had a beautiful logical symmetry: if both claimants were illegitimate, a council could sweep them aside and start fresh.

But the Council of Pisa solved nothing. Neither of the existing popes accepted the council's authority to depose them. Both refused to resign. The result was not two popes but three, each claiming sole legitimacy, each excommunicating the others, each commanding the loyalty of different regions of Europe. The crisis had deepened rather than resolved. The promise of conciliarism had met the reality of entrenched power and produced only further division.

​The Theological Crisis: Authority Without Certainty

For intellectuals trained in scholastic method, the schism created a crisis that went beyond politics to the very foundations of knowledge and authority. The scholastic method taught students to resolve disputed questions through logical analysis, appeal to authoritative texts, and rational demonstration. When authorities disagreed, one examined the arguments on each side, weighed the evidence, and reached a conclusion. But what happened when the highest authority itself was divided? What happened when there was no meta-authority to which one could appeal?

The question of papal authority had always been somewhat paradoxical in Catholic theology. On one hand, the pope was described in exalted terms as holding the keys of the kingdom, possessing the power to bind and loose, serving as the foundation of unity. On the other hand, theologians acknowledged that individual popes could sin, could err in matters that were not definitive teachings of faith, could even fall into heresy and thereby cease to be true popes. The boundaries between the pope's absolute authority and his human fallibility had never been precisely defined because they had never needed to be. The Church had functioned for centuries with a certain productive ambiguity about exactly how papal authority worked.

The schism destroyed that ambiguity. If papal authority derived from Christ's promise to Peter and descended through an unbroken line of legitimate succession, then it mattered desperately which claimant had that legitimacy. But there seemed to be no way to determine the answer except through the very authority that was in question. Each pope claimed that his election had been legitimate and the other's invalid. Each could cite canon law, historical precedent, and theological argument in his favor. Each commanded cardinals and theologians who produced learned treatises defending their patron's claim.

Moreover, the existence of the schism seemed to disprove the claim that the Holy Spirit protected the Church from error in crucial matters. If the Holy Spirit guided the cardinals in electing popes, how had they produced this disaster? If divine providence protected the Church's unity, why had unity shattered? The pious answer was that human sin had frustrated God's will, that the schism was a punishment for the Church's corruption and would last until sufficient repentance had been achieved. But this answer merely relocated the problem. If human sin could frustrate God's will in the election of popes, what other supposedly sacred processes might be equally vulnerable? What certainty remained?

These questions created intellectual and spiritual space for more radical challenges to institutional authority. If the pope could not be trusted, if councils could not resolve disputes, if the cardinals who elected popes were merely partisan operators, then perhaps the institutional structure itself was not the reliable guide to Christian truth that it claimed to be. Perhaps authority resided not in offices and titles but in Scripture, in the ancient tradition of the undivided Church, in the witness of genuinely holy lives. Perhaps ordinary Christians, reading the Bible in their own languages, could discern God's will more clearly than corrupt prelates claiming apostolic succession.

These were dangerous thoughts, the kind that would later be labeled heresy. But the schism made them plausible in a way they had never been before. The institutional Church's inability to heal itself, its descent into political maneuvering and mutual excommunication, suggested that perhaps the institutional structure was not divinely ordained and protected after all. Perhaps it was merely a human organization, as subject to corruption and failure as any kingdom or empire.

​The University Response: Where Jerome Learned to Question

The universities, and particularly the University of Paris, became the intellectual battleground where these questions were debated with increasing urgency. In the 1380s and 1390s, as Jerome of Prague was beginning his studies, the faculty at Paris was deeply divided between those who thought the solution to the schism required strengthening papal authority and those who thought it required limiting papal authority in favor of conciliar governance.

The nominalist theologians, followers of William of Ockham, tended toward a pragmatic view. The pope was whoever the relevant authorities recognized as pope, a matter of political and ecclesiastical consensus rather than metaphysical reality. Different regions could rationally support different claimants based on their own interests and judgments. The schism was unfortunate but not theologically catastrophic. What mattered was maintaining order and unity within each obedience, not resolving the dispute between obediences, which would require political settlements rather than theological solutions.

The realist theologians, by contrast, saw the schism as an ontological crisis. The Church, they argued, was not merely a name for the collection of Christians who happened to recognize the same pope. It was a real universal entity, the mystical body of Christ, which must have a single head. The existence of two or three claimants to that headship was a contradiction that struck at the heart of what the Church was. It had to be resolved, and it could only be resolved by determining which claimant possessed the real succession from Peter, or, if that proved impossible, by finding a way to restore unity through the Church's own inherent authority expressed in council.

This realist perspective, which Jerome would embrace and radicalize, contained within it the seeds of a more fundamental critique. If the Church was primarily the mystical body of Christ rather than the institutional structure, if it was a universal reality rather than a particular organization, then perhaps the visible institutional Church was not coextensive with the true Church. Perhaps the true Church consisted of all those genuinely united to Christ through faith, regardless of their recognition by corrupt ecclesiastical authorities. And if that was so, then perhaps a pope or bishop living in mortal sin was not truly a member of the Church, let alone its head, no matter what office he claimed.

These implications would not be fully drawn out for another generation, when John Wycliffe in England and Jan Hus in Bohemia would develop them into systematic critiques of papal and hierarchical authority. But the intellectual foundation was being laid in the universities of the schism era, where students like Jerome learned to question inherited authorities, to examine the logical coherence of theological claims, and to recognize that the institutional Church's claims to unity, sanctity, and authority stood in stark contradiction to the lived reality of division, corruption, and power politics.

The schism also created a particular kind of intellectual formation characterized by skepticism of consensus and willingness to stand against majorities. When half of Europe recognized one pope and half another, when learned doctors at Paris argued for positions that learned doctors at Oxford rejected, when councils could be called in defiance of papal authority and popes could be declared deposed by those councils, the idea that truth could be determined by counting heads or appealing to institutional authority became untenable. Truth had to be determined by other means—by appeal to Scripture, to the practice of the early Church, to logical reasoning from first principles. And if those methods led to conclusions that contradicted the current institutional consensus, well, the current institutional consensus had already proven itself unreliable.

This was the world in which Jerome of Prague received his intellectual formation. He grew up knowing that the Church was divided, that popes excommunicated each other, that councils claimed authority to depose popes, that the highest human authorities contradicted each other with apparently equal confidence. He learned in the universities that scholastic method could expose contradictions and test authorities but could not by itself resolve disputes when authorities disagreed. He saw that political power often determined which theological position prevailed, not the strength of arguments or the weight of evidence.

All of this prepared him to do what would ultimately cost him his life: to stand before the Council of Constance and argue that a council, even a council claiming to represent the universal Church, could err; that institutional authority was not self-validating; that an individual Christian, armed with Scripture and reason, could judge even popes and councils and find them wanting. Jerome's willingness to die for these convictions did not emerge from nowhere. It emerged from a world where the very authorities that demanded his submission had already demonstrated their own unreliability, where the institutional Church's claim to embody divine certainty had collapsed under the weight of its own contradictions.

The Great Western Schism did not cause the Reformation. The path from 1378 to 1517 was long and winding, shaped by countless other factors beyond the scope of this chapter. But the schism created the conditions in which the Reformation became thinkable. It demonstrated that the institutional Church could fail catastrophically while still claiming divine authority. It forced intelligent Christians to grapple with the possibility that human institutions, even institutions claiming apostolic foundation, were subject to the same corruption and error as any human endeavor. It raised questions that would echo through the next century and beyond: Who speaks for Christ? Where does authority reside? What happens when councils contradict popes and popes contradict each other? Can an individual Christian ever be justified in standing against the institutional consensus?

For Jerome of Prague, riding to Constance in the spring of 1415, these were not abstract theological questions but matters of life and death. The council that would judge him claimed to speak for the universal Church, to represent divine authority in action. But Jerome had lived his entire life in a Church that could not agree on who its head was, that had demonstrated its own capacity for error and corruption. When the Council demanded his submission, when it insisted that its judgment must be accepted as God's judgment, Jerome would have had every reason to wonder whether this was true—or whether this was simply another exercise of institutional power claiming divine sanction, another example of human authorities demanding obedience they had done nothing to deserve.

The schism had taught him that such skepticism was not only permissible but necessary. And in May of 1416, that skepticism would lead him to the flames.
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​Chapter 2: The Universities as Battlegrounds - Scholasticism, Nation, and Heresy
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When Jerome of Prague first walked through the gates of Charles University sometime in the early 1390s, he entered an institution unlike anything that had existed in earlier centuries. The medieval university was not merely a school but a privileged corporation, a self-governing republic of masters and students that claimed independence from both local civic authorities and, increasingly, from the Church itself. Universities possessed their own courts, their own laws, and their own sense of collective identity that often superseded the bonds of kingdom or diocese. They were spaces of remarkable intellectual freedom where the most fundamental questions of theology and philosophy could be debated with a rigor and openness that would have been impossible in a monastery or cathedral school. Yet they were also, and increasingly, battlegrounds where political loyalties, national identities, and theological orthodoxies clashed with explosive force.

The university that Jerome entered was barely forty years old, founded in 1348 by Emperor Charles IV as a conscious attempt to elevate Prague to the cultural level of Paris or Bologna. Charles had studied in Paris himself and brought back not just books and ideas but an entire institutional model. Like the great universities of Western Europe, Charles University organized itself into four faculties—arts, theology, law, and medicine—with the arts faculty serving as the preparatory ground for the higher disciplines. Like those universities, it granted its own degrees, which were recognized across Christendom as licenses to teach. And like those universities, it quickly developed internal divisions that reflected the political and cultural tensions of the broader world.

To understand Jerome's intellectual formation and his later conflicts, we must first understand the peculiar institution that shaped him. The medieval university was simultaneously a monastery without walls, a debating society with legal powers, a trade guild for scholars, and a political actor in its own right. It trained students to question everything through rigorous logical analysis, yet it demanded conformity to certain fundamental doctrines. It celebrated reason and evidence as the paths to truth, yet it operated within a framework where some truths were defined by revelation and protected by the threat of excommunication. These contradictions would prove fatal for Jerome. But before we follow him to the stake, we must understand the intellectual culture that made him what he was.

​The Four Nations and the Politics of Knowledge

The most distinctive feature of medieval universities, and the one that would prove most explosive in Jerome's lifetime, was their organization into "nations." Modern readers might imagine these as something like academic departments or residential colleges, but they were far more than that. The nations were semi-autonomous corporations within the larger university corporation, possessing their own officers, their own meetings, their own votes in university governance, and their own fierce sense of collective identity.

At the University of Paris, the model for most later universities, there were four nations. The French nation included students from France, Spain, and Italy. The Norman nation drew from Normandy and Brittany. The Picard nation represented northern France and the Low Countries. And the English nation, despite its name, included students from England, Scotland, and the vast territory of the Holy Roman Empire. This last grouping was particularly significant because it meant that German students, who far outnumbered English students, were classified under the "English" banner simply because they came from regions outside the French kingdom.

Charles University in Prague initially adopted a similar four-nation structure, but with a crucial difference that reflected Bohemian political realities. The Bohemian nation represented Czech-speaking students from the kingdom of Bohemia and Moravia. The Bavarian nation drew from the German-speaking regions of southern Germany. The Saxon nation represented northern Germany and Scandinavia. The Polish nation included students from Poland, Silesia, and other Slavic regions. This structure seemed balanced on paper, but it contained a dangerous inequality. Although Bohemia was a Czech kingdom and Charles University sat in the Czech capital, Czech students formed only one nation out of four, while German-speaking students dominated three of the four nations.

This mattered enormously because universities made decisions through voting by nations, not by individuals. When the university needed to elect a rector, determine policy, or take a position on theological or political questions, each nation cast a single vote regardless of how many individual students or masters it contained. This meant that at Prague, the three German-speaking nations could outvote the Bohemian nation three to one, even though Czech students and masters may have been numerically significant or even predominant in some periods.

The nation system served important practical functions. It provided a support network for students who were often very young, sometimes as young as fourteen, and far from home in a foreign city where they might not speak the local language. Each nation maintained hostels and boarding houses where its members could find lodging, food, and protection. The nations served as mutual aid societies, collecting funds to help students who fell ill, burying those who died, and intervening with local authorities when students got into trouble with civic law. They organized social events, maintained chapels, and provided a sense of belonging in institutions that might have thousands of students scattered across a city.

But the nations also became vehicles for political and theological conflict. When disputes arose over doctrine or university policy, students and masters lined up according to national affiliation as much as according to their intellectual positions. A theological controversy might begin as an abstract debate about universals or grace or the sacraments, but it would quickly become entangled with questions of national honor, political allegiance, and collective identity. This was especially true during the Great Western Schism, when different nations within the same university might support different popes, creating fierce divisions that sometimes erupted into physical violence.

Jerome would experience this directly when the conflict between Czech reformers and German scholastics reached its breaking point in 1409. The Decree of Kutná Hora, which Jerome helped to orchestrate, fundamentally restructured the voting system at Charles University, giving the Bohemian nation three votes and the three German nations collectively only one vote. This was a nationalist coup disguised as university reform. The result was immediate and catastrophic. Thousands of German students and masters, realizing they had been politically disenfranchised, left Prague in a mass exodus. Many went to Leipzig, where they founded a new university that would become one of Prague's fiercest rivals. Others scattered to Vienna, Heidelberg, and Cologne, carrying with them bitter resentment of Czech "heresy" and determination to see it suppressed.

The nation system, in other words, ensured that universities could not remain ivory towers isolated from political conflict. They were political actors, internally divided, capable of being captured by one faction or another, and always vulnerable to the charge that their theological positions reflected not pure reason but national prejudice.

​The Curriculum: From Grammar to God

To earn the right to study theology, students first had to complete the arts curriculum, a program rooted in the ancient trivium and quadrivium. The trivium consisted of grammar, rhetoric, and logic. The quadrivium added arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and music. This was not education as modern readers might imagine it, with diverse electives and student choice. It was a fixed curriculum, sequential and cumulative, designed to train the mind in increasingly abstract forms of reasoning.

Grammar meant far more than learning correct Latin. It involved intensive study of ancient texts, particularly Priscian's Institutiones Grammaticae and Donatus's Ars Grammatica, along with close reading of Latin poets and prose writers. Students learned not just to read Latin but to think in Latin, to compose in Latin, to argue in Latin. Since all university teaching and examination was conducted in Latin, this was not ornamental learning but absolutely essential preparation. A student who could not follow rapid-fire Latin disputation or compose a Latin response to a difficult theological problem would be utterly lost in the higher faculties.

Rhetoric built on this foundation by teaching the arts of persuasion. Students studied Cicero and Quintilian, learning how to construct arguments, how to appeal to different audiences, how to recognize and deploy various figures of speech. But medieval rhetoric was not just about eloquence for its own sake. It was about forensic argument, about the ability to defend a position against attack, about marshaling evidence and authority in service of a conclusion. This training would prove crucial for Jerome, whose final oration before the Council of Constance would be remembered as one of the great rhetorical performances of the age.

Logic, however, was the crown of the trivium and the discipline that most clearly distinguished university education from other forms of learning. Students began with Porphyry's Isagoge and Aristotle's Categories, working their way through the entire Aristotelian logical corpus. They learned the structure of syllogisms, the rules of valid inference, the distinction between essential and accidental properties, the nature of definitions and demonstrations. They learned how to construct an argument in proper form and, equally important, how to identify the flaws in someone else's argument.

This training in logic was not abstract or theoretical. It was intensely practical, oriented toward disputation. Students learned logic by engaging in formal debates following strict rules. A bachelor student would propose a thesis. A master would raise objections. The bachelor would respond, the master would counter, and so on through multiple rounds of objection and response. Other students would listen, learning both from the positions defended and from the techniques of argument employed. The goal was not just to memorize what Aristotle had said but to be able to deploy Aristotelian logic in real time, under pressure, in defense of positions that might be under fierce attack.

The quadrivium received somewhat less emphasis in most universities by Jerome's time, though students still had to demonstrate competence in these areas. Arithmetic meant the theory of numbers rather than practical calculation. Geometry was studied through Euclid, providing training in deductive proof. Astronomy involved understanding the Ptolemaic model of the cosmos and its relationship to the calendar and the determination of feast days. Music meant the mathematical ratios underlying harmony, treated as a branch of mathematics more than as performance practice.

After completing the arts curriculum and earning a bachelor's degree, students could proceed to one of the higher faculties. Most who continued their studies entered either law or theology. The law faculties taught both civil law, based on the recovered Corpus Juris Civilis of Justinian, and canon law, the intricate legal system of the Church. These faculties trained the administrators and judges who would run the Church and the emerging bureaucratic states of late medieval Europe.

But for students interested in ultimate questions, in the nature of reality and salvation, the faculty of theology was the summit. Here students engaged with the Sentences of Peter Lombard, a twelfth-century compilation of patristic opinions on every major theological topic. They studied the Bible intensively, learning not just what it said but how to interpret it according to the four senses of scripture—literal, allegorical, moral, and anagogical. They read the great theological summae, particularly those of Thomas Aquinas and Duns Scotus, learning how scholastic theology could construct vast systematic edifices of rational theology on the foundation of revealed truth.

The theology curriculum was rigorous and lengthy. It could take eight to twelve years beyond the arts degree to earn a doctorate in theology. Students progressed through carefully defined stages, from simple bachelor to biblical bachelor to sententiary bachelor, finally achieving the doctorate after public defense of their theological positions. The expense was considerable, both in time and money, which is why theology students tended to come from wealthy families or to possess ecclesiastical benefices that supported them during their studies.

Jerome's path through this system was unusual in one crucial respect. Rather than completing his studies at a single university, he collected degrees from multiple institutions, becoming a Master of Arts at Prague, Paris, Cologne, and Heidelberg. This peripatetic approach reflected both his restless intellect and the practical realities of late medieval academic life. Degree requirements varied between universities, and a determined student could sometimes fulfill requirements more quickly by moving between institutions. Moreover, the status of having studied at the great universities of Europe gave a scholar credibility and connections that could not be gained from staying in one place.

​The Culture of Disputation: Theology as Combat

If the curriculum provided the content of university education, disputation provided its distinctive method. The public disputation was to medieval university culture what the laboratory experiment would later become to scientific culture or what the seminar is to modern academic culture. It was the primary means by which knowledge was tested, advanced, and validated.

Disputations followed a formal structure with well-established rules. The respondent, often a bachelor student seeking to advance in degree, would propose a thesis or question for debate. The opponent, usually a master but sometimes another advanced student, would raise objections drawing on authoritative texts and logical arguments. The respondent had to answer each objection, either by showing that it did not apply to the thesis, by distinguishing between different senses of the terms involved, or by providing arguments that overrode the objection. A presiding master would judge the quality of the arguments and could intervene with his own questions or objections.

The best disputations attracted large crowds. Students and masters from across the university would pack into halls to witness particularly important or controversial debates. These were intellectual blood sports, where reputations were made and destroyed in a few hours of rapid argument and counter-argument. A student who performed brilliantly in disputation might find doors opening to prestigious appointments. A student who failed badly might find his academic career effectively over, his weaknesses exposed for all to see.

The arts and theology of disputation created a particular kind of intellectual culture. It rewarded quick thinking, mastery of authorities, and the ability to make fine distinctions. It trained students to think systematically, to anticipate objections, to recognize the logical structure underlying different positions. At its best, it produced thinkers who could see all sides of a question and construct rigorous arguments for their positions.

But disputation also had its dangers and limitations. It could become a kind of verbal fencing disconnected from the pursuit of truth, where the goal was to win rather than to discover. It encouraged a certain kind of intellectual pride, the pride of the clever arguer who could defend any position through rhetorical skill. It could make theology seem like a game played by experts, remote from the spiritual concerns that had supposedly motivated it in the first place. And it could turn theological questions into battlegrounds where the loser did not simply lose the argument but might lose his degree, his position, or even his safety.

Jerome excelled in this culture. Contemporary accounts consistently describe him as a brilliant disputant, quick-witted and eloquent, able to respond to objections with devastating clarity. His travels from university to university were marked by public disputations that attracted attention and provoked controversy. At Paris, his defense of philosophical realism brought him into conflict with Jean Gerson. At Heidelberg, his disputation on the Trinity using the shield diagram resulted in accusations of heterodoxy. At Vienna, his arguments for Wycliffite positions on dominion led to his arrest by the Inquisition.

These were not accidents. Jerome was using disputation as a weapon, deliberately provoking controversy, using the protected space of academic debate to advance positions that challenged both philosophical orthodoxy and ecclesiastical authority. He was pushing the limits of what could be said in a university context, testing whether academic freedom could protect genuinely dangerous ideas.

​Oxford and Paris: The Divergent Paths of Christendom's Intellectual Capitals

By the late fourteenth century, the universities of Oxford and Paris had developed distinctly different intellectual cultures, shaped by local conditions and philosophical allegiances. These differences had profound implications for the reception of reform ideas and for the path Jerome would follow.

Paris, the older and larger of the two, remained the theological capital of Western Christendom. Its theology faculty claimed preeminence over all others, and papal bulls often mandated that important theological questions be submitted to the judgment of the Paris masters. The university maintained close ties to the French crown and to the papacy during its Avignon period, creating a political conservatism that reinforced theological caution.

Philosophically, Paris by Jerome's time was dominated by nominalist thought in the tradition of William of Ockham. The nominalists emphasized the sovereignty of God, the contingency of creation, and the limitations of human reason in theological matters. They tended toward a skepticism about natural theology and a insistence on divine revelation as the only certain source of truth about God. This theological conservatism combined with political conservatism made Paris generally hostile to radical reform movements.

Yet Paris was also where many of the most important conciliarist thinkers worked. Jean Gerson, the chancellor who would become Jerome's great antagonist, was simultaneously a defender of ecclesiastical authority and an advocate for conciliarism as a solution to the papal schism. Pierre d'Ailly, another leading Parisian theologian, developed sophisticated arguments for the superiority of councils over popes. This apparent contradiction reveals the complexity of the Parisian position. Paris theologians wanted to preserve the hierarchical structure of the Church while reforming its head. They advocated conciliarism not to democratize the Church but to restore it to its proper functioning under a single, legitimate pope.

Oxford presented a very different picture. The English university had a reputation for more daring speculation and greater tolerance for controversial positions. This was partly because of its distance from papal oversight during the Avignon period, and partly because of protection from the English crown, which had its own reasons for supporting theological positions that limited papal authority.

The great figure at Oxford was John Wycliffe, who had died in 1384 but whose works continued to circulate widely. Wycliffe had developed a comprehensive theological system based on philosophical realism, arguing that the true Church was the invisible community of the predestined elect rather than the visible institutional structure. His followers, called Lollards, had been suppressed in England by the early fifteenth century, but his books remained in Oxford libraries and his ideas continued to influence students.

When Jerome traveled to Oxford around 1401-1402, he was venturing into a university where Wycliffe's ideas, though officially condemned, still commanded serious attention. The fact that he could access Wycliffe's major works, copy them carefully, and return with them to Prague suggests that Oxford maintained a culture of intellectual inquiry that valued engagement with even condemned positions. This was dramatically different from Paris, where proposing Wycliffite positions in disputation could result in immediate censure.

The contrast between Oxford and Paris illustrates a crucial feature of the late medieval university system. Despite their shared curriculum, their common use of scholastic method, and their recognition of each other's degrees, different universities could develop quite distinct intellectual cultures. Geography, political context, and the philosophical allegiances of dominant masters all shaped what could be thought and said in each location.

This meant that a scholar like Jerome, moving between universities, experienced not just different institutions but genuinely different intellectual possibilities. What was daring but acceptable at Oxford might be heretical at Paris. What could be debated at Prague might be impossible at Vienna. The universities were not uniform spaces but a patchwork of different regimes of intellectual control and freedom.

​The Wycliffe Controversy and the Battle Over Books

The controversy over John Wycliffe's works provides a clear example of how universities became battlegrounds in theological and political conflicts. Wycliffe had been a master at Oxford when he developed his radical positions on dominion, the Eucharist, and ecclesiastical authority. He had used the protected space of the university to advance arguments that challenged fundamental structures of medieval Christendom. His books circulated widely, were translated from Latin into English, and became the intellectual foundation for the Lollard movement.

After Wycliffe's death in 1384, the question became what to do with his legacy. Should his books be preserved as examples of philosophical rigor and logical argument, even if his conclusions were condemned? Or should they be destroyed as dangerous instruments that would lead readers into heresy? Different universities answered this question differently, revealing their different understandings of intellectual freedom and ecclesiastical authority.

Oxford initially protected Wycliffe's reputation and works. He had been one of their most distinguished masters, and many Oxford scholars sympathized with at least some of his positions, particularly his criticisms of papal taxation and clerical wealth. Moreover, Oxford valued its autonomy and resented external attempts to determine what could be read and taught within its walls. When Archbishop William Courtenay attempted to condemn Wycliffe's positions in 1382, he encountered resistance from Oxford masters who insisted on their right to academic freedom.

But political pressure eventually prevailed. By the 1410s, as Lollardy became associated with political rebellion and popular unrest, Oxford was forced to distance itself from Wycliffe. The university conducted public burnings of his books, established committees to root out Wycliffite sympathizers among students and masters, and required public oaths affirming orthodox positions on the Eucharist. Academic freedom had limits, and those limits were ultimately set not by university statutes but by political power.

Prague took a very different path. When Jerome returned from Oxford with copies of Wycliffe's Dialogus and Trialogus, he found an eager audience among Czech masters who saw in Wycliffe's works a systematic theological foundation for their own grievances against ecclesiastical corruption. Jan Hus, already a powerful preacher and university rector, embraced Wycliffe's philosophical realism and his ecclesiology, though he stopped short of accepting Wycliffe's controversial positions on the Eucharist.

The debate over Wycliffe at Prague quickly became entangled with the national divisions within the university. Czech masters, led by Hus and supported by Jerome, argued that Wycliffe's works should be studied and discussed like any other theological text, that his arguments deserved engagement rather than mere condemnation. German masters, allied with the Archbishop of Prague and representing the politically dominant faction before 1409, insisted that Wycliffe's works were dangerous heresy that threatened to corrupt students and lead souls to damnation.

What made this more than an academic dispute was the political context. King Wenceslas IV supported the Czech reformers because they provided ideological justification for his conflicts with the Archbishop and his resistance to papal taxation. The German-dominated Church hierarchy opposed the reformers because accepting Wycliffe's ecclesiology would undermine the entire structure of ecclesiastical authority and income. The battle over whether Wycliffe's books could be read at Prague was simultaneously a battle over who would control the kingdom's most important intellectual institution.

This pattern repeated across Europe. At Paris, Jean Gerson led the campaign to condemn not just Wycliffe's specific errors but the entire philosophical framework of realism that underlay them. He argued that realism about universals led inevitably to dangerous conclusions about the Church and the sacraments. If you accepted that the universal "Church" had real existence independent of particular institutions, you opened the door to arguing that the corrupt institutional Church was not the true Church. Better to embrace nominalism, which made such dangerous abstractions impossible.

At Vienna, Heidelberg, and Cologne, Jerome encountered similar resistance when he attempted to defend Wycliffite positions in disputation. These universities were more closely tied to ecclesiastical authority than Oxford, more influenced by Parisian theological conservatism, and more suspicious of the philosophical realism that Jerome championed. His travels from university to university became a tour of confrontation and conflict, as he discovered the limits of academic freedom when confronted with positions that threatened established power.

The battle over books revealed a fundamental tension in the medieval university system. Universities claimed to be communities of scholars pursuing truth through reason and evidence, free from external interference. But they existed within a broader religious and political order that had very definite ideas about what truths were acceptable and what ideas were too dangerous to be entertained. When university inquiry led to conclusions that challenged that order, something had to give.

​The Spread of Literacy and the Anxiety of Control

One factor that intensified these conflicts in Jerome's lifetime was the dramatic spread of literacy and the increasing circulation of books. The late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries witnessed a remarkable expansion in access to written texts, driven by several converging developments.

First, the production of manuscripts had become more efficient and less expensive. Professional scriptoria in major cities could produce books more quickly than the old monastic copying rooms. The use of paper rather than parchment for many texts reduced costs significantly. The development of cursive scripts that could be written more rapidly than formal book hands increased the speed of production. While the printing press was still decades away, the manuscript culture of 1400 made books far more accessible than they had been a century earlier.

Second, literacy itself had spread beyond the clergy. Urban merchants needed to read and write for their business operations. Lawyers and notaries required literacy for their work. Wealthy laypeople increasingly valued education for their children, not just for professional advancement but as a mark of social status. Many of these newly literate people could read Latin, the universal language of learning, while others created demand for translations of important works into vernacular languages.

Third, universities themselves had proliferated. In 1200, there had been perhaps three universities in all of Western Christendom. By 1400, there were over fifty, scattered across Europe from Scotland to Poland, from Sweden to Spain. Each university trained hundreds of students, many of whom never completed degrees but left with several years of exposure to Latin, logic, and theological concepts. This created a large class of semi-educated people who could engage with theological questions but who lacked the full training that universities provided.

For ecclesiastical authorities, this spread of literacy and learning created acute anxiety. Theological knowledge had traditionally been the preserve of the clergy, carefully guarded and transmitted through controlled channels. The laity were to believe, not to inquire. They were to accept the Church's teaching, not to investigate scripture for themselves. This system had worked reasonably well when most laypeople were illiterate and had no access to books.

But what happened when merchants could read the Bible in Latin? When notaries could obtain copies of theological treatises? When university students who had never been ordained could debate fine points of Eucharistic theology? What happened when radical ideas could spread not just through sermons that left no permanent record but through books that could be copied and circulated beyond any possibility of control?

The anxiety was not entirely irrational. The Lollard movement in England demonstrated what could happen when theological ideas escaped clerical control. Wycliffe's followers had translated the entire Bible into English, making it accessible to anyone who could read their native language. They had produced vernacular theological tracts arguing that the institutional Church had no biblical foundation, that sacraments administered by sinful priests were invalid, that the Pope was Antichrist and the friars were his agents. These ideas had spread among artisans and minor gentry, creating a genuinely popular heretical movement that required systematic persecution to suppress.

Similar developments were occurring across Europe. In Bohemia, Czech translations of scripture and reformist sermons circulated widely, creating popular support for the reform movement that would survive even the execution of its leaders. In the Rhineland, mystical and reformist texts in German reached audiences that included both clergy and educated laypeople. In Italy, vernacular religious literature created space for lay religious movements that sometimes veered into heterodoxy.

The ecclesiastical response was to attempt to control dangerous knowledge through censorship and restricted access. Certain works, once condemned, were supposed to be destroyed or locked away in special collections where only approved scholars could consult them. Translations of scripture into vernacular languages were prohibited or tightly regulated. Public disputations that attracted lay audiences were monitored for dangerous content. Students and masters who advanced heretical positions could be expelled, imprisoned, or in extreme cases handed over to secular authorities for execution.

But control was becoming increasingly difficult. Universities claimed autonomy over their own affairs and resisted external censorship. Books, once written, could be copied and smuggled. Ideas, once articulated, could spread through networks of correspondence and conversation that left no documentary trace. The more authorities attempted to suppress certain positions, the more interesting those positions became to intellectuals who valued novelty and controversy.

Jerome's career illustrates both the possibilities and the dangers of this new intellectual landscape. He moved between universities, exchanging ideas with reformist scholars, copying forbidden books, using the relative freedom of university disputation to advance radical positions. He could do this because universities provided space for intellectual inquiry that was, within limits, protected from ecclesiastical interference. But he also discovered that those limits were real and enforced. His arrests in Vienna and his eventual execution at Constance demonstrated that when university inquiry led too far toward conclusions that threatened established power, the protection of academic freedom would be withdrawn.

​The Paradox of the University: Liberation and Control

By the time Jerome arrived at the Council of Constance in 1415, the paradoxical nature of the medieval university had become painfully clear. Universities had created the intellectual tools and the cultural space that made reform movements possible. They had trained theologians in methods of critical inquiry that could be turned against ecclesiastical corruption. They had established the principle that reason and evidence should guide the search for truth. They had created networks of scholars who could communicate across political and ecclesiastical boundaries, sharing ideas that might be dangerous in any single location.

Yet universities were also instruments of ecclesiastical control. They trained the bureaucrats and theologians who staffed the Church's administrative machinery. Their faculties of theology served as orthodox gatekeepers, defining heresy and approving its punishment. Their scholars provided learned justifications for existing power structures, using the tools of logic and biblical exegesis to defend papal authority, clerical privilege, and sacramental theology.

This paradox was embodied in the personnel of the Council of Constance itself. The theologians who condemned Jerome were university masters, trained in the same disciplines, using the same scholastic methods. Jean Gerson, who led the prosecution, was one of the most learned theologians of the age, a product of the University of Paris and its chancellor. The judges who sentenced Jerome to death were doctors of theology, experts in canon law, men who had spent decades in the world of university learning.

They condemned Jerome not because he lacked learning but because his learning had led him to dangerous conclusions. They recognized in him a fellow product of university culture, someone who knew how to construct arguments, cite authorities, and deploy logical demonstrations. This made him more dangerous, not less. An uneducated heretic might be dismissed as ignorant or deluded. An educated heretic like Jerome represented a more fundamental threat—the possibility that the very methods universities taught could lead to the rejection of ecclesiastical authority.

The Council's solution was not to abolish universities or to restrict access to learning. It was to define more clearly the boundaries of acceptable inquiry, to establish mechanisms for identifying and punishing those who crossed those boundaries, and to reassert the principle that theological truth was ultimately determined not by reason or evidence but by ecclesiastical authority. The age of the great medieval universities as relatively autonomous spaces of intellectual inquiry was ending. The age of confessional universities, each aligned with a particular religious party and enforcing ideological conformity, was beginning.

Jerome's execution marked this transition. He died not as an outsider to university culture but as its product and its victim. The culture of disputation had taught him to question authorities and to follow arguments where they led. The study of logic had given him tools to recognize contradictions and to expose flawed reasoning. The exposure to diverse viewpoints across multiple universities had shown him that theological consensus was often merely political consensus, that different institutions could reach different conclusions about the same questions.

All of this had made him what he was—a brilliant, restless intellectual who could not accept that institutional authority should trump reason and evidence. And all of this made him intolerable to an ecclesiastical hierarchy that was reasserting its control precisely because that control had been so seriously challenged. The universities had created Jerome of Prague. And the ecclesiastical authorities who controlled those universities would destroy him, demonstrating that there were limits to intellectual freedom, limits that would be enforced with chains and fire if necessary.

In the chapters that follow, we will trace Jerome's journey through this world of universities, examining his specific controversies at each institution, his intellectual development, and his growing radicalization. But this chapter has established the essential context: Jerome was formed by an institutional culture that simultaneously encouraged and punished free inquiry, that trained minds to question while demanding they submit, that created spaces for theological debate while maintaining the ultimate right to condemn any position as heretical. That paradox would define his life and his death.
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​Chapter 3: The Philosophical Warfare - Realism, Nominalism, and the Nature of Reality
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Consider a simple question: When we say "the Catholic Church," what exactly are we talking about? Are we referring to the physical buildings with their stone walls and stained glass windows? To the institutional structure with its popes, cardinals, and bishops? To the collection of all baptized Christians, living and dead? To some invisible spiritual reality that transcends all these visible manifestations? Or are we simply using a convenient name to refer to a collection of individuals and institutions that share certain characteristics, a name that doesn't correspond to any actual thing beyond those particulars?

This might seem like the sort of abstract question that only philosophers would care about, the kind of scholastic hair-splitting that gives medieval thought a reputation for irrelevance. But in the early fifteenth century, how you answered this question could determine whether you lived or died. Jerome of Prague would walk to the stake in 1416 convinced that the true Church was a universal reality independent of the corrupt institutional structure that condemned him. His judges would send him to the flames equally convinced that the Church simply was that institutional structure, that rebellion against popes and councils was rebellion against Christ himself. The difference between these positions was not merely philosophical. It was the difference between martyrdom and apostasy, between standing for truth and submitting to error.

To understand why Jerome died, we must understand the great medieval debate over universals, a controversy that stretched back to ancient Greece but reached its most intense and consequential form in the universities of Jerome's lifetime. This was not an argument conducted in a remote corner of philosophy with no connection to real life. It was warfare by other means, a conflict over the nature of reality itself that carried implications for every aspect of medieval society—for the Church and its authority, for the relationship between kings and their kingdoms, for the meaning of justice and law, for the possibility of knowledge and the limits of human reason.

​The Ancient Question: Plato's Forms and Aristotle's Response

The problem of universals emerged in ancient Greek philosophy from a tension between two obvious facts about the world. On the one hand, we encounter only particular things in our experience—this specific horse, that particular human being, these individual acts of justice. We never encounter "horseness" itself or "humanity" in general or "justice" as such. We see only instances, examples, individual cases. On the other hand, we use universal concepts constantly in our thinking and speaking. We group particular horses together under the concept "horse," recognizing that despite their differences in color, size, and individual characteristics, they share something in common that makes them all horses rather than cows or humans. We apply the word "justice" to many different actions, implying that they participate in some common quality that makes them all just.

The question, then, is this: Do these universal concepts correspond to something real, something that exists independently of our minds and independently of the particular things we experience? Or are universals merely names we use, mental constructs we create to organize our experience, with no existence beyond our thought and language?

Plato's answer, developed in dialogues like the Republic and the Phaedo, was radical and uncompromising. The universals are the truly real things, he argued, while the particulars we encounter through our senses are mere shadows or imperfect copies. There exists, in a realm beyond the physical world, the Form of the Horse—perfect, eternal, unchanging. Individual horses in the physical world participate in this Form, resembling it more or less closely, but they are inferior to it. They are born, age, and die. They can be sick or healthy, beautiful or ugly. The Form, by contrast, exists eternally, perfect and complete, accessible not through the senses but through rational contemplation.

This Platonic vision had extraordinary implications. It meant that true knowledge could never come from studying the changing, imperfect world of sense experience. True knowledge required turning away from the physical world to contemplate the eternal Forms through reason. It meant that reality was fundamentally divided into two realms—the perfect world of Forms and the imperfect world of physical things. And it meant that the universal concepts we use in thought and language pointed to something more real, more fundamental, than the individual things we encounter in everyday life.

Aristotle, Plato's student, found this position both brilliant and unsatisfying. He agreed that universals were real—that when we speak of "humanity" or "justice" we are referring to something objective, not merely to a name or mental construct. But he rejected Plato's separation of the Forms into a transcendent realm. Instead, Aristotle argued, universals exist in the particular things themselves. The universal "humanity" exists in this human being and that human being, not in some separate realm of Forms. We abstract the universal from our experience of particulars through a mental process, but what we abstract is genuinely there in the things themselves, not imposed on them by our minds.

This might seem like a subtle distinction, but its consequences were profound. For Aristotle, the physical world we experience through our senses was not an inferior shadow realm but the proper object of knowledge. Studying particular things—specific animals, plants, political systems—could yield genuine understanding of universals because the universals were present in the particulars. Knowledge began with sense experience, moved through abstraction to grasp universals, and could then reason deductively about those universals to reach new conclusions. This was the foundation of the scientific method as Aristotle understood it.

Both Plato and Aristotle, despite their differences, were realists about universals. Both believed that universal concepts corresponded to something real rather than being merely convenient fictions. The debate between them concerned where universals existed and how we knew them, not whether they existed. But the ancient world also produced thinkers who questioned whether universals existed at all. The Stoics argued that only individual things truly existed, while universals were mental abstractions. This more skeptical position, though less influential in ancient philosophy, would find powerful advocates in the medieval period.

​The Medieval Inheritance: Boethius and the Problem of Predication

When ancient philosophy passed into the medieval world, it came in fragments and through intermediaries. For centuries, most of Aristotle's works were unavailable in Western Europe. Medieval scholars knew his logic through Latin translations, particularly through the commentaries of Boethius, a sixth-century Roman philosopher who attempted to reconcile Aristotelian and Platonic thought. Boethius bequeathed to medieval philosophy a particular formulation of the problem of universals, one that would frame debates for centuries.

Boethius asked: When we say "Socrates is a human," what makes this statement true? The subject, Socrates, clearly refers to a particular individual man. But what about the predicate, "human"? Does it refer to something that exists? If so, where and how does it exist? If humanity exists as a separate thing, like Plato's Forms, then we seem to have entities floating around independent of individual humans, which seems strange. But if humanity exists only in individual humans, like Aristotle thought, then how can we say that it's the same humanity in Socrates and in Plato? And if humanity doesn't exist at all except as a word or mental concept, then what makes it true that Socrates is human rather than something else?

This formulation made clear that the problem of universals wasn't just about metaphysics—about what exists—but also about logic and language. How does language connect to reality? What makes our statements true or false? These questions became urgent in the medieval period because they bore directly on how to interpret scripture and theological language.

Medieval philosophers initially tended toward Platonic realism, influenced by Augustine and other Church Fathers who had been shaped by Platonism. The view that eternal, perfect Forms existed in the mind of God seemed to fit naturally with Christian theology. God's ideas were the archetypes according to which he created the world. The universals existed primarily in God's mind and secondarily in the things he created. When we grasped universal concepts through reason, we were, in some sense, thinking God's thoughts after him.

But as Aristotle's works were gradually recovered and translated during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, medieval thinkers encountered a more this-worldly approach to universals. Aristotle's philosophy seemed to offer a way to study the natural world scientifically while still maintaining that universals were real. Thomas Aquinas, the greatest of the medieval Aristotelians, developed a sophisticated version of moderate realism. Universals, Aquinas argued, exist in three ways: before particular things as ideas in God's mind (universale ante rem), in particular things as their essential natures (universale in re), and after particular things in human minds as abstracted concepts (universale post rem). This threefold existence allowed Aquinas to affirm both Plato's insight that universals have an eternal existence in God and Aristotle's insight that universals are present in the physical things we experience.

Yet even as this Thomistic synthesis was being developed, other voices were raising more skeptical questions. Could we really know that our mental concepts corresponded to real universals existing in things? Might universals be useful fictions that helped us organize experience without corresponding to anything objectively real? These questions would explode into full controversy in the fourteenth century, creating the intellectual battlefield on which Jerome of Prague would fight.

​The Nominalist Revolution: William of Ockham and the Razor

The thinker who transformed the debate over universals into a crisis was William of Ockham, an English Franciscan who taught at Oxford in the early fourteenth century. Ockham launched a systematic attack on realism that would reshape late medieval philosophy and create the intellectual context for Jerome's conflicts.

Ockham's central argument began with a principle of parsimony that would later be called "Ockham's Razor": entities should not be multiplied beyond necessity. In other words, we should not posit the existence of things unless we have compelling reasons to do so. When Ockham examined the realist position on universals, he found it multiplying entities recklessly. Realists claimed that in addition to all the individual humans who exist, there also exists the universal "humanity." In addition to all the particular acts of justice, there exists universal "justice." This seemed to Ockham to populate reality with unnecessary entities.

What evidence did we have, Ockham asked, that these universals existed? We experienced only individual things through our senses. We formed mental concepts by noticing similarities between individuals and creating general terms to refer to them. But the similarity we noticed was just that—similarity, resemblance, common features. It didn't require that there be some additional entity, a universal, in which all the similar individuals participated. The concept "human" was a mental term we used to refer to all the individual humans collectively. It was a name (nomen in Latin, hence "nominalism") that applied to many individuals, not a thing that existed independently.

This might seem like a merely technical philosophical point, but Ockham drew radical conclusions from it. If universals existed only as mental concepts or linguistic terms, then many arguments that depended on treating them as real things collapsed. This had particular force in theology. Scholastic theologians had developed elaborate arguments about divine attributes, treating justice, mercy, wisdom, and power as if they were distinct realities in God that needed to be reconciled with divine simplicity. Ockham argued that these were just different terms we used to refer to the one simple divine essence from different perspectives. They didn't correspond to distinct realities in God.

Similarly, theologians had argued about the relationship between God's power and God's will, treating these as if they were separate faculties that might come into conflict. Ockham insisted that all such talk was merely human language trying to grasp what was ultimately beyond comprehension. God was radically free, not constrained by any necessity except the principle of non-contradiction. He could have created a different world with different natural laws. He could have established a different moral order. The moral law was not grounded in eternal Forms or in God's nature but simply in God's will. What was good was good because God commanded it, not because it corresponded to some independent standard of goodness.

This voluntarism—the emphasis on will rather than intellect or reason—had profound implications for how human beings could know anything about God. We could not reason our way to knowledge of God's nature through philosophical arguments, Ockham claimed, because universals and essences that such arguments relied on were merely our mental constructs. True knowledge of God came only through revelation, through what God chose to tell us in scripture. Natural theology, the attempt to know God through reason alone, was radically limited. Faith was accepting revealed truth, not arriving at rational demonstration.

Ockham's nominalism became enormously influential at the University of Paris and spread to other major universities. His followers developed increasingly elaborate arguments against realism, showing how nominalist positions could handle all the same problems without positing the existence of universals. They argued that nominalism made theology more rigorous by forcing theologians to rely on revelation rather than questionable philosophical speculation. And they pointed out that nominalism fit better with divine omnipotence and freedom, refusing to limit God by claiming that he had to conform to some eternal structure of Forms or essences.

But there was another consequence of nominalism that its advocates may not have fully anticipated: it tended to support established institutional authority. If universals like "the Church" or "justice" or "legitimate authority" were merely names applied to particular institutions or arrangements, then there was no higher court of appeal beyond those particular institutions. The Church was simply the name we gave to the institutional structure that had developed historically. There was no invisible, spiritual Church independent of the visible institution that might serve as a standard for criticizing the actual Church. Justice was whatever the law said it was, not something that transcended particular legal systems. The king's authority derived from the office he held, not from whether he ruled according to some universal standard of just governance.

Nominalism, in other words, was philosophically radical but politically conservative. It cut away the metaphysical foundations that earlier philosophy had relied on, insisting that only particular, individual things existed. But this very move eliminated the philosophical resources that might be used to criticize particular institutions in the name of universal ideals. If there was no Form of Justice independent of actual legal systems, on what basis could you say a particular legal system was unjust?

​The Realist Response: Universals as the Foundation of Criticism

This is where Jerome of Prague entered the battlefield, armed with a revived and radicalized version of philosophical realism. Jerome and the reformers who influenced him—particularly John Wycliffe—saw clearly what was at stake in the debate over universals. If nominalism was correct, if universals were merely names without objective existence, then institutional authority became absolute. But if realism was correct, if universals had real existence independent of particulars, then there was a court of appeal beyond any particular institution—the universal itself, against which particulars could be judged and found wanting.

Wycliffe had developed this argument with particular force in his doctrine of the Church. He argued that the term "the Church" referred primarily to a real, universal entity—the community of all those predestined to salvation, the mystical body of Christ. This universal Church existed independently of any particular institutional structure. It included all the elect from all times and places, whether they held office in the visible Church or not. Conversely, it excluded all those living in mortal sin, even if they held the highest offices in the institutional Church. A pope living in mortal sin was not a member of the true Church, regardless of his office. The visible, institutional Church and the invisible, universal Church were not identical, and the latter was more fundamental than the former.
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