
[image: Images]


[image: Images]


[image: Images]


[image: Images]


[image: Images]
SIMON & SCHUSTER
Rockefeller Center
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

Copyright © 2001 by Benson Bobrick
All rights reserved,
including the right of reproduction
in whole or in part in any form.

SIMON & SCHUSTER and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

Designed by Deirdre C. Amthor

Manufactured in the United States of America

10   9   8   7   6   5   4   3   2

    Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Bobrick, Benson, date.
     Wide as the waters : the story of the English Bible and the revolution it inspires Benson Bobrick.
     p.    cm.
     Includes bibliographical references (p. ) and index.
     1. Bible. English—Versions—History. 2. Bible—England—History. I. Title.
BS455.B62 2001
220.5′2′009—dc21                     00-066174
ISBN 978-1-4516-1360-5
eBook ISBN 978-1-4516-6585-7


[image: Images] The Bospell off

[image: Images] Sancte Fhon.

[image: Images] The fyrst Chapter.

[image: Images] In the begynnynge was that worde/and that worde was with god: and god was thatt worde. The same was in the begyunyuge wyth god. All thyngs were made by it/and wyth out it/was made noo thinge/that made was. In it toas lyfe/And lyfe was the light of men/And the light shyneth in darcknes/and darcknes comprehended it not.

[image: Images] There was a man sent from god/whose name was fhon. The same cam as a witnes/to here witnes of the light/that all men through him myght belebe. He was nott that light: but to beare witnes of the light. That was a true light/which lighteneth all men that come into the worlde. He was in the worlde/and the worlde by him was made: and the worlde knewe hym not.


ALSO BY BENSON BOBRICK

Angel in the Whirlwind: The Triumph of the American Revolution

Knotted Tongues: Stuttering in History and the Quest for a Cure

East of the Sun: The Epic Conquest and Tragic History of Siberia

Fearful Majesty: The Life and Reign of Ivan the Terrible

Labyrinths of Iron: Subways in History, Myth, Art, Technology and War


In Memory of My Grandfather

JAMES CHAMBERLAIN BAKER

Classical Scholar,
Bishop of the Methodist Church,
and a Founder of the World Council of Churches



Prologue

The first question ever asked by an Inquisitor of a “heretic” was whether he knew any part of the Bible in his own tongue. It was asked in 1233 of a man who belonged to a dissident religious sect known as the Waldensians, which emphasized Bible study and lay preaching; and it would be asked again of thousands of others before the course of history would render its dark implications null and void.
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In the beginning was the Word, and that word was Hebrew and Greek. In the fourth century, it was translated by St. Jerome into Latin, where in the form of manuscript copies it was reserved unto the medieval clergy to dispense as they saw fit. That period of scriptural exclusion endured for a thousand years, until it was shattered by the translation of the Bible into the vernacular. Of the vernacular translations, none would compare to the English in moral stature or literary power.

Next to the Bible itself, the English Bible was (and is) the most influential book ever published. It gave every literate person complete access to the sacred text, which helped to foster the spirit of inquiry through reading and reflection. These in turn accelerated the growth of commercial printing and the ever-widening circulation and production of books. Books “formerly imprisoned in the libraries of monasteries” were, as one contemporary put it, “redeemed from bondage, obtained their enlargement, and freely walked about in the light.”

Once the people were free to interpret the Word of God according to the light of their own understanding, they began to question the authority of their inherited institutions, both religious and secular, which led to reformation within the Church, and to the rise of constitutional government in England and the end of the divine right of kings. Although the vernacular Bible had begun as a pillar of support for England’s monarchical authority and independence from the pope, in the end it contributed to and justified defiance of the monarchy itself.

Only in England was the Bible in any sense a “national possession,” in that it seemed to exist apart in English as an original work of art. Indeed, not even Luther’s version (despite its impact on the development of the German language) may be compared to the English Bible in this way. Englishmen carried their Bible with them—as the rock and foundation of their lives—overseas, even as it came to live in their own language with more abiding force “than the greatest works to which their authors were giving birth.” In some indefinable way, it managed to incorporate into their own history “a living memory of the central past of the world,” so that, over time, “the deeds and thoughts of men who had lived thousands of years before in the eastern Mediterranean came to color the everyday thought and speech of Britons to the same degree,” wrote the great historian G. M. Trevelyan, “as they are colored in our own day by the commonplaces of the newspaper press.” Beyond the shores of Albion, it fortified the spirit of the pioneers of New England, helped to shape the American psyche, and through its impact on thought and culture eventually spread the world over, “as wide as the waters be.”
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The Christian Bible is made up of two Testaments, the Old and the New. The Old Testament, or Hebrew Bible, is the sacred Scripture of the Jews, and recounts in thirty-nine books in poetry, prophecy, story, and song the history of a people from the Creation of the World. Its profoundly theological understanding of all Creation as proceeding from one God is, for both Christians and Jews, the ground of their faith. The New Testament, which complements or (as some would say) fulfills the Old, is a compendium of twenty-seven books in Greek which represent the testimony of those who witnessed and sustained the ministry of Christ.

The Old Testament is commonly divided into three parts: the Law or Torah (sometimes called the Pentateuch, made up of the first five books of Moses—Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy); the Prophets (Joshua, Judges, 1 and 2 Samuel, 1 and 2 Kings, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the Twelve minor prophets); and the Writings (Psalms, Proverbs, Job, Song of Songs, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, Esther, Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah, I and 2 Chronicles). Each part arose as a separate collection of sacred texts, with the Law in use as Scripture by 400 B.C.; the Prophets, by 200 B.C.; and the Writings by about 130 B.C. Through all the ravages of war and persecution, Hebrew scribes had labored to preserve copies of the texts intact, but it was not until after the Roman destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70—which completed the Diaspora, and scattered Jews from the Pillars of Hercules to the shores of the Euxine Sea—that Jewish scholars in Palestine established as canonical the Old Testament in its current form.

Well before that, however, in the wake of the stupendous conquests of Alexander the Great—which made Greek the common language of the eastern Mediterranean—the Hebrew Scriptures had been translated into Greek by elite Jewish scholars in Alexandria, Egypt, to serve the Greek-speaking Jewish communities of the Hellenistic world. Legend has it that in the third century B.C. seventy-two such chosen scholars (six from each of the twelve tribes of Israel) were dispatched by the high priest in Jerusalem to Alexandria at the request of King Ptolemy II Philadelphus, who wanted to include in his great library there a copy of the Torah in Greek. The scholars were royally received by the king, and then set to work in a quiet house on the island of Pharos, where they completed their translation in exactly seventy-two days. The remaining books of the Old Testament—as well as some fourteen others (called the Apocrypha and used by Jews outside Palestine)—were also translated in subsequent years and the whole became known as the Septuagint, meaning “seventy,” after the round number of translators who had originally taken part.

The Septuagint was the Bible of the first apostles, and was afterward adopted as Scripture by the early Christian Church. But the more Christians embraced it as their own (and used it, in polemics, against Jews), the more Jewish scholars felt constrained to repudiate it as an imperfect translation and to enumerate its flaws. At just this time (in the second century A.D.) the New Testament also began to take shape as a collection of sacred texts. The story of the passion and the actual words of Jesus had originally been preserved by oral tradition, and it was from that tradition that the disciples had taught. St. Paul’s letters to various churches in the Roman provinces were apparently the first New Testament texts to be accepted as inspired, but it was not until the middle of the fourth century A.D. that the twenty-seven books as we know them were established as canonical. These are: the thirteen epistles of Paul; the three synoptic Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke; the Gospel According to John; the Epistles of James, Peter, John, and Jude; the Acts of the Apostles (written by Luke); and Revelation (written by John).

Meanwhile, the Roman empire had supplanted the empire of Alexander the Great, and imposed its language and culture on Christian communities throughout its vast domains. These adopted Latin for their ceremonies and rites, and in the second century A.D. an “Old Latin” translation of the Bible, made directly from the Greek by persons unknown, came into use as Scripture by the Latin-speaking Churches of North Africa, Italy, Spain, and Gaul. By the middle of the fourth century several variants were in circulation and the overall corruption of the text had become intolerable to Church authorities. About 382 A.D. Pope Damasus therefore invited Eusebius Hieronymus (afterward known as St. Jerome) to revise it. And this he undertook to do.

No one was more qualified. Born in northern Italy in 346, Jerome had been schooled in the classical rhetorical tradition of Rome, traveled through Gaul, Thrace, and Asia Minor, and for many years lived as a hermit in the Syrian desert, where he acquired a knowledge not only of Hebrew but of Chaldee, the Semitic language of southern Babylonia. At some point, he also studied in Byzantium with scholars of the Eastern Church. With his deep knowledge of all things biblical, he was the outstanding biblical scholar of his day.

Jerome began his revision at once, and the four Gospels appeared with “commendable promptness” in 383, followed almost immediately by a revision of the Psalter (the book of Psalms). In the fall of 386 Jerome left Rome for Bethlehem, where he carried his revisions through Ecclesiastes, Proverbs, the Song of Solomon, Chronicles, and Job, but then in 391 abandoned this procedure altogether and decided to translate directly from the original tongues. In 405, after many years of labor, he at last came forth with a substantially new and idiomatic Latin translation of the whole. Although a work of great magnitude, felicity, and skill, Jerome’s translation was not accorded an immediate welcome by the Church. His enemies alleged that it was “tainted with Judaism,” while conservatives automatically adhered to the older Greek and Latin versions which had “a halo of sanctity” about them from long and familiar use.

St. Jerome himself was exasperated by the calumnies which greeted his work. “If my occupation had been to plait rush baskets or to weave mats out of palm leaves,” he wrote, “in order, by the sweat of my brow, to gain my daily bread, envy would have spared me. But since, in obedience to the precepts of the Savior, I have, for the good of souls, chosen to prepare the bread which perishes not and have wished to clear the path of truth of the weeds which ignorance has sown in it, I am accused of a twofold crime. If I correct errors in the Sacred Text, I am denounced as a falsifier; if I do not correct them, I am pilloried as a disseminator of error.” At his death at Bethlehem in A.D. 420, his translation had yet to receive the recognition it deserved. But over time resistance gave way to admiration, and admiration to wonder, tinged with awe; by the early seventh century the Vulgate, or “common version,” as his translation came to be known, was in general use by Churches throughout the Christian West. Eventually, it acquired that mystical aura of immutable perfection which for many Christians has enveloped it ever since.

Although the English Bible was destined to enjoy a comparable triumph, its story, like that of the Vulgate, is larger than the religious debate from which it arose. While in a sense it is a Protestant book, the story of its evolution has a decidedly Catholic side; and although the Catholic Church comes in for its usual Reformation drubbing (which, by its own later confession, it deserved), those who see the story through to the end will find that a Catholic has almost the last word. That is as it should be, if the tale is truly told. For all apparent opposites prove to be the heart of each other’s life, and so it is with Scripture and Tradition, Faith and Works. The reader is asked only to set all assumptions aside, and to come to the story with an ecumenical mind.
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I am grateful to Edward Hoagland for first turning my thoughts toward aspects of my subject; to the many scholars whose work prepared the way for my own, which is perhaps but a footnote to theirs; and to a number of friends and colleagues for helping to nudge the book along. Of these I must surely name: Paul Wharton Winthrop, Chelsea Forrest, Mark Souter, Shiloh Grey, Mary Hill, Jonathan Svensson, Matthew Drummond, Molly Spencer, Everett Finch, Samuel Rothberg, Penelope Wright, and Johanna Li. A memorable conversation I once had about etymology with Father Richard Adams helped refresh my study of Greek; to two great teachers in the Humanities—Hagop Missak Merjian and Edward W. Tayler—I owe an everlasting debt. May my labor find favor in their sight.

My agent, Russell Galen, gave the book an early lift; Margaret Crampton read over the first complete draft of the manuscript with immaculate care; with his usual patience, my editor, Bob Bender, allowed me to revise it through and through. Hilary’s faith sustained.

As always, the New York Public Library and the Libraries of Columbia University were my rod and staff, in comforting assistance to my quest. I would also like to thank the Library of Congress; the British Library; the Bodleian Library, Oxford; the Lambeth Palace Library, London; and the Union Theological Seminary in New York for material of use.

This book is dedicated to my grandfather, who knew the Bible by heart.
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JOHN WYCLIFFE

Holy Scripture excels all branches of learning in the very way it speaks; for with one and the same expression, while it recounts history it utters a mystery.

—Gregory the Great

 


CHAPTER ONE

Morning Star

The beginnings of Christianity in Britain are wreathed with the mists of Avalon. According to an august and enduring tradition, Christian missionaries first arrived not long after the Crucifixion and settled as hermits at Glastonbury in Somersetshire, where they built a church of wattles, dedicated to the Virgin, and for a time lived in caves at the foot of Tor hill. Little else is known about their mission, except that they were twelve in number and “came in by way of Wales.” But it is said they were sent by St. Philip, one of the twelve apostles, and led by Joseph of Arimathea, a member of the town council of Jerusalem and a secret disciple of Christ. It was Joseph who had persuaded Pilate to allow Christ an honorable burial, who took him down from the Cross, and laid him to rest in his own tomb. And it was Joseph (according to the Apocryphal Gospel of Nicodemus) who was the first to see Him risen from the dead. Later Joseph’s story became entwined with that of the Holy Grail, and in Sir Thomas Malory’s Morte D’Arthur he is the custodian of the sacred chalice from which Christ drank at the Last Supper and which was used to catch and preserve the blood flowing from Christ’s wounds.

The founding of the church at Glastonbury made the British Church the oldest in Western Christendom—older even than that of Rome. And in some sense its antiquity gave it priority, and represented an abiding challenge to Roman claims.

In the early Church every Christian was a potential evangelist, and after Christ commanded his apostles to “preach the Gospel to every creature,” they reportedly dispersed to the ends of the known world. The message of redemption was spread throughout the Mediterranean basin, to the east into southern India and China, and to the north into England, where the faith at once took hold. As early as the beginning of the third century the African Church father Tertullian could refer to the Britons as a Christian people, and in 314 the British Church was recognized by the Council of Arles. In 432 St. Patrick, the son of a Roman deacon and minor official in Britain, crossed the seas to Ireland and eventually Church influence was extended throughout the British Isles.

That triumph was short-lived. Within two decades, the native Britons had been killed or driven westward by Germanic invaders, and thereafter Christianity was largely confined to the Celtic peoples of Ireland and Wales. The now dominant Germanic tribes of Angles, Saxons, and Jutes clung tenaciously to their Teutonic gods, and the worship of Christ seemed destined to yield before the altars of Woden, Freya, and Thor. Then in the spring of 597 Augustine of Canterbury (not to be confused with the famed North African saint) landed on the Isle of Thanet with forty monks on a mission from Pope Gregory the Great. King Ethelbert of Kent received him hospitably and promised not to interfere with his efforts to win converts, and before long a number of Ethelbert’s subjects were swayed. As the year drew to a close, thousands more were reportedly baptized by Augustine himself on Christmas Day. A second wave of missionaries soon arrived, and in 602 Augustine founded Christ Church, Canterbury, as his episcopal see. The pope was overjoyed: “Behold, the tongue of Britain, which could only utter barbaric sounds, has lately learned to make the Hebrew Alleluia ring in God’s praise.”

Strangely enough, neither Pope Gregory nor Augustine seems to have been aware of the prior existence of the British (or Celtic) Church, but not long after his landing Augustine learned of other Christian abbots presiding over the faithful in the western part of the isles. He arranged to meet with them on the banks of the Severn River (a stream of recurrent importance in our tale) in the interests of “Catholic unity,” but the meeting turned sour. It was found that British liturgical practice differed from that of Rome in certain respects, and in particular that the two Church calendars did not coincide. The British saw no reason to alter their own calculations, but Augustine, who claimed to be their spiritual overlord, unwisely rebuked them for it and insisted on their immediate conformity to Latin norms. When they demurred, he resorted to threats and imprecations, which only served to confirm their distrust—a type and epitome of later tensions between the English Church and Rome.

The two Church missions were eventually joined (if not quite reconciled) by the Synod of Whitby in 664, and Britain was thereby incorporated into the universal Holy Roman Catholic Church. That Church had long since inherited the mantle of the Empire. A succession of remarkable popes with imperial (if godly) ambitions increasingly centralized Church authority under their own aegis, and gave it the complex hierarchical structure it ultimately retained. This process culminated in the theory of papal monarchy as definitively stated in the eleventh century by Pope Gregory VII:

The pope can be judged by no one; the Roman church has never erred and never will err till the end of time; the Roman church was founded by Christ alone; the pope alone can depose and restore bishops; he alone can make new laws, set up new bishoprics, and divide old ones; he alone can translate [transfer] bishops; he alone can call general councils and authorize canon law; he alone can revise his judgments; his legates, even though in inferior orders, have precedence over all bishops; an appeal to the papal courts inhibits judgment by all inferior courts; a duly ordained pope is undoubtedly made a saint by the merits of St. Peter.

Twelfth-century popes carried on in the Gregorian spirit, which received a new infusion of grandiloquence from the pronouncements of Pope Innocent III, who adopted the title “Vicar of Christ,” and by his involvement in the politics of Europe made himself the arbiter of its affairs. Papal monarchy had its day. In a disorderly and lawless time it represented order, stability, and righteousness, while “the example it presented of a spiritual authority uniting all nations” stood in dramatic contrast to the anarchy that feudalism produced in the temporal sphere.

Yet in the manner in which the Church had created (or recreated) itself, in the unassailable form it assumed, which emphasized unquestioning conformity and external compliance within a structure that had attained enormous worldly wealth and power, something indefinably essential had been lost. And that something might best be described as the “still, small” apostolic voice. A terrible decay for the lack of it had begun to subvert the Church from within, and by the middle of the fourteenth century had led to the decline of papal authority and ecclesiastical disgrace. Meanwhile, almost the entire progress of Christianity throughout Great Britain had originally come about through the active preaching of the Gospel. And that is the sacred tradition into which the heroes of our story were born.
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If the birth of religious inquiry and spiritual freedom can be traced (within the Protestant tradition) to one man in England, that man is John Wycliffe, the son of a squire, who was born in the North Riding of Yorkshire about 1328. A philosopher, theologian, and Church reformer, Wycliffe sponsored the first complete translation of the Bible into English, and made evangelization of the common folk his creed. “The preaching of the Word of God,” he wrote, “is an act more solemn than the making of the sacrament.”

Although we know almost nothing about his childhood, tradition gives his birthplace as Wycliffe-on-Tees, and the hilltop estate to which he was apparently heir encompassed some 720 acres of arable land. Eleven miles to the south stood the parish town of Richmond, organized around a stately Norman castle, while the great city of York, with its even mightier battlements, archepiscopal palace, abbey, and future cathedral was a two days’ ride away.

In September 1345, Wycliffe was admitted to Merton College, Oxford, and made his way down the old Roman road from Yorkshire to the university in the company of a “fetcher” or official escort. The town of Oxford—originally built as a fortress settlement to defend Wessex from Danish attack—offered few creature comforts, and Wycliffe would have found life there far more spartan than in the manor to which he was born. At Merton, students were housed in thatched cottages with scant furniture, mud floors, and unheated rooms; and at meals they could seldom expect anything better than bread, beer, soup thickened with oatmeal, and one serving of meat a day. Books were scarce and laboriously made, and the college library at the time was kept under St. Mary’s Church in a large chest. Several of the departments had no buildings of their own, and most of the lectures were held in churches or hired halls.

But Oxford of late had been attracting ambitious minds. By Wycliffe’s day, it also consisted of a number of different colleges—Balliol, St. Edmund Hall, University, Exeter, Queens, as well as Merton—and had long since come to occupy an independent place in English life and thought. Its faculties of law, theology, medicine, and the arts surpassed even those of the University of Paris in esteem; and among its recent illuminati it could boast such immortal scholars as Roger Bacon (“Doctor Mirabilis”), Duns Scotus (“Doctor Subtilis”), William of Ockham (“Doctor Invincibilis”), Thomas Bradwardine (“Doctor Profundus”), and (fully their equal) Robert Grosseteste, whom some revered as a saint. Wycliffe himself would one day be honored among them as “Doctor Evangelicus,” because of the stress he laid on the authority of Scripture above all other sources of the truth.

Oxford became Wycliffe’s life. He remained at the university as a student and teacher for some thirty-five years; acquired degrees from three of its colleges (Merton, Balliol, and Queens); survived the Black Death of 1349 and other calamities which struck the community; and witnessed the Great Slaughter on St. Scholastica’s Day in 1355—a “town and gown” dispute that went awry. This last began after a student got into an argument with a local tavern keeper over the quality of his wine. After a brief but bloodless confrontation, eighty men from town armed with long bows assembled at the gates of St. Giles on the following day, and by nightfall the campus lay littered with the dead.

Wycliffe also involved himself in university politics. At the time, Oxford was aswarm with friars. Some of her greatest scholars had been Franciscans (Scotus, Bacon, and Grosseteste, among them), but most of their brethren disparaged the prescribed course of study with its emphasis on the liberal arts and sought to give the curriculum a more theological stamp. Passions were especially aroused by their attempt to take advantage of the younger students—some as young as twelve—whose matriculation at Oxford often took them far from home. One official university pronouncement charged the friars with luring children “by apples and drinks” into their establishments where they were indoctrinated with the order’s teaching and kept from contact with family or friends. “Once he had taken his vows,” wrote G. M. Trevelyan, “the novice was caught, and a temporary convenience became a life-long bond.” The secular clergy (those not under a monastic order or rule) regarded this practice as poaching, and it brought the university into discredit with parents, who had entrusted their children to its schools.

Wycliffe made the issue his own, led the fight to exclude friars from university honors and degrees, and tried to protect undergraduates from their snares. Meanwhile, sometime prior to May 14, 1361 (when he was appointed rector of Fillingham in Lincolnshire), he was ordained to the priesthood, and in November 1362 was provided with the prebend (or collegiate living) of Aust at the church of Westbury-on-Trym near Bristol. The combined income of the two appointments enabled Wycliffe to continue his Oxford studies, and three years later, in 1365, he also became warden of Canterbury Hall. The archbishop commended him at the time as one “on whom we have fixed our eye, both because of our confidence in thy fidelity, circumspection and industry, as also by reason of thy knowledge of letters and the laudable conversation and honesty of thy life.” During his brief tenure (in which he came into conflict with the resident monks), Wycliffe emulated the evangelical poverty of the Franciscans, going about in a long russet gown with naked feet and carrying a simple staff. Years later opponents claimed this had been an affectation of humility in an effort to win unsuspecting converts to his views. Then in the fall of 1368 he exchanged his Fillingham parish for that of Ludgershall, nearer to Oxford; became a bachelor of divinity in 1369; and a doctor of divinity in 1372.

Wycliffe’s course of study was standard for the time. In addition to the Seven Liberal Arts—Grammar, Rhetoric, Logic (the Trivium), Music, Arithmetic, Geometry, and Astronomy (the Quadrivium)—he studied the Three Philosophies (natural, moral, and metaphysical), Latin literature, and Aristotelian philosophy. His theological courses took another eight years. Four were spent on the Latin Vulgate Bible of St. Jerome; two more on the Sentences of Peter Lombard, a medieval textbook on Scripture; and two in lecturing on parts of the Old and New Testaments, one chapter at a time. Finally, he engaged in numerous public disputations and debates. Along the way, having been “reared on the syllogisms and hair-splitting quibbles of the medieval schoolmen,” he acquired that bent for subtle disquisition and logic which characterized his mind.

He made his mark. Even his later enemies agreed (as one confessed) that he was “second to none in philosophy, unrivalled in the Schools, and the flower of Oxford. Many divines esteemed him little less than a god.” He wrote many works in Latin as well as English—some scholars regard him as the last of the great scholastic philosophers—and his theological tomes were as knotty and learned as those by any scholiast. One weary Czech scribe, copying out a section, exclaimed in the margin, “Dear God, help me to finish this work as quickly as I can.”

But his speculative ruminations had more than an academic cast. While a number of his colleagues were content to discuss at unending length such questions as: “Does the glorified body of Christ stand or sit in Heaven? Is the body of Christ, which is eaten in the sacrament, dressed or undressed? Were the clothes in which Christ appeared to his disciples after his resurrection, real or only apparent?” Wycliffe was interested in the living truth. “He had an eager hatred of what was wicked,” noted Trevelyan, “and could never be kept from denouncing what he regarded as such. Similarly, in matters of belief he invariably exposed what he thought was false.” In the course of his life, his views on various points of Church doctrine—the Lord’s Supper, the papacy, Church-state relations, and so on—evolved or changed, and (though a dogmatic man) he was not unwilling to acknowledge his faults. On more than one occasion, for example, he admitted that he brought a certain “vindictive zeal” to debate, and that his motives in seeking victory were not always pure.

Deeply versed in all things theological, Wycliffe had the deepest reverence for St. Augustine (the Church father he most admired), but his three more contemporary heroes were Robert Grosseteste, Thomas Bradwardine, and Richard Fitzralph. All three were distinguished public figures—Grosseteste had been chancellor of Oxford and Bishop of Lincoln; Bradwardine, Archbishop of Canterbury and confessor to Edward III; Fitzralph, chancellor of Oxford and Bishop of Armagh—but their prominence as thinkers had been greater still, and their ideas were all woven together with those of Augustine himself in Wycliffe’s thought. From Augustine he derived his theory of predestination and the difference between the visible and invisible Church; from Bradwardine, the notion of God’s prevenient Grace; from Fitzralph the doctrine of dominion; and from Grosseteste, his sense of his own mission, as “a Doctor who praised Bible study, a reformer who resisted Papal pretensions, and a Bishop who devoted himself to pastoral care.” Grosseteste, not incidentally, was a remarkable polymath who knew Hebrew and Greek (rare in his day) as well as Latin, compiled an encyclopedia of all known knowledge, wrote commentaries on Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics and Physics, was the first to translate Aristotle’s Ethics, and prepared editions of a number of Arab philosophical and scientific works.

But Fitzralph and Bradwardine more clearly shaped Wycliffe’s thought. In a huge work of one thousand pages called De Causa Dei (Of the Cause of God), Bradwardine had argued that “all human activity was worthless, even impossible, without God’s ineffable and gratuitous gift of grace.” This was diametrically opposed to the notion that man can earn his salvation through acts of free will. For man needs grace even to repent: he can do nothing on his own. “Let a man repent and forsake past sins, and by virtue of the merits of Christ and through His mercy, his sins shall be blotted out.”

Fitzralph’s correlative idea of dominion (which became the basis for two of Wycliffe’s works) was essentially that God, as the ruler of the universe, apportions out His rule on loan to rulers in their various stations in tenure to obedience to Himself. Mortal sin was a breach of such tenure, and from this it followed that a sinful priest could be deprived of his benefice, a bishop of his estates, the pope himself of all authority, if he failed to acquit himself in a manner befitting his duty and rank.

Behind such ideas, which animated Wycliffe’s work, it is hard to get much of a sense of his private concerns. As a result, he lives more “as a force than as a man.” His published writings—some forty works in scholastic Latin and a lesser number in English—are impersonal throughout, though here and there we get a glimpse of his affections. He loved, for example, the Yorkshire downs of his youth, and the simple working folk who inhabited the hamlets of the dales. Above all, he loved Oxford, where he spent the majority of his days. “The house of God and the gate of heaven,” he called it, and eulogized its meadows, streams, and balmy air. “Not without reason is it called the Vineyard of the Lord. … [It] is a place gladsome and fertile, suitable for a habitation of the gods.” But letters to friends and other personal documents have vanished without a trace.

The earliest portrait we have of him—a half-length woodcut prefixed to John Bale’s Summary of Famous Writers of Great Britain printed at Basel in 1558—shows a middle-aged cleric preaching from a stone pulpit with one hand raised, the other holding a book. Another appeared in the first French edition of Theodore Beza’s Icones, or Images of Reformers of Religion and Letters (printed at Geneva in 1581), and shows him as an old man with a long flowing gown, white beard, and simple staff. A third, a mezzotint engraving, resembles the latter and was published in Richard Rolle’s Lives of the Reformers in 1759. None is from life. But we know from the testimony of one of his followers that he was “spare, frail, and [in his later years] of emaciated frame,” deemed a holy man, much loved by his disciples and an inspiration to them in their lives.

The Oxford historian Anthony à Wood once claimed that while Wycliffe was at Canterbury Hall he had taught Geoffrey Chaucer. It may be so. The Oxford philosopher Ralph Strode, who wrote a treatise on scholastic logic and to whom Chaucer dedicated Troilus and Criseyde, was apparently a friend of Wycliffe during the 1360s, and both Wycliffe and Chaucer had the same patron, John of Gaunt. It is not impossible that Chaucer’s “pore Parson” in the Canterbury Tales is a partial portrait of Wycliffe as well:

A good man was ther of religioun,

And was a pore Parson of toun,

But riche he was of holy thought and werk.

He was a learned man, a clerk

That Christ’s gospel gladly would preche,

His parishioners devoutly would he teche.

Benign he was and wondrous diligent,

And in adversity ful pacient,

And such he was approved oft times.

Ful loth were him to curse for his tithes,

But rather would he give them out of doute

Unto his pore parishioners about

Of his offrynge, and eke of his substaunce.

He could in little thing have suffisance.

“There are several features of this portrait which agree with the character of Wycliffe,” one early biographer wrote, “and not a single trait can be detected in it which does not suit him.” All his admirers extolled his personal virtue. Even Archbishop Thomas Arundel (a later adversary) admitted that Wycliffe was not only a great scholar but widely held to have been “a perfect liver,” that is, irreproachable in the conduct of his life. Certainly, he was a great and compelling university teacher and an outstanding preacher who attracted many to his fold.

He was also a bold reformer, and about the time he earned his doctorate, he began to get into trouble with the Church. In 1371, he supported a parliamentary initiative to exclude the clergy from secular office because they monopolized so many places of honor and profit in the state; and in 1374 (upon his appointment as rector of Lutterworth) he was attached to a government embassy sent to Bruges to negotiate with papal representatives about differences between England and Rome.

Those differences were of a potentially drastic kind. Long before the Reformation came about—before German princes assumed the right to name their own bishops, or Luther tacked up his famous theses on the door of a Wittenberg church—secular authorities had begun to insist on sharing in ecclesiastical revenues, on filling high Church offices with their own appointees, and on giving national security precedence over international religious crusades. It was in Wycliffe’s day that the challenge to the pope’s authority by the rising power of the national monarchies seemed to be coming to a head. Along their path of self-aggrandizement and self-assertion, those monarchies were aided, abetted, and to some degree justified not only by the prerogatives of their own national aspirations but by the numerous ways in which the Church seemed determined to discredit itself. All Catholic historians today acknowledge the manifold corruptions of the medieval Church. Despite many attempts at reform from within—by individual popes, Church councils, enlightened bishops, grassroots spiritual movements, and so on—“at every level of Church life,” as Pope Adrian VI later acknowledged to the Diet of Nuremberg in 1522, “there were signs of grave disorganization and decay.” Though numerous priests and bishops ministered devoutly to their flocks, lived exemplary lives, and sought to renew the spiritual life of the Church, “everything could be obtained for money,” confessed an independent papal commission, “however hurtful it might be to the general welfare of the Church.”

The trouble had begun in 1293, when a bitterly divided College of Cardinals gathered to elect a new pope. Some of the cardinals were allied to the French descendants of Charles of Anjou; others to the Spanish House of Aragon. “The deadlock was finally broken,” writes one Church historian, “by one of the strangest occurrences in the history of papal elections: Someone shouted the name of Peter Morrone, a barely educated Benedictine hermit famed for holiness; all present felt inspired by the Holy Spirit, and suddenly and enthusiastically responded to the weird suggestion. The startled monk was brought from his mountain retreat on a donkey and crowned Pope Celestine V. He proved totally unequal to the demands of the office, disgusting the cardinals with his eccentricities, ineptitude, and subservience to Charles of Naples, who practically held him in captivity.” After less than a year, he voluntarily relinquished his office, and the cardinals elected Benedetto Gaetani (Boniface VIII), an outstanding jurist and experienced legate of noble birth.

Few popes had a more exalted sense of their own authority, or were more energetic in its exercise. His first act was to place his predecessor under house arrest, then proceeded to annul most of the privileges Celestine had granted and the officials he had hired. He reorganized the Curia and Vatican archives, catalogued the papal library, made a lasting contribution to the field of canon law by publishing the works of Gregory XI, and founded a university in Rome. On the other hand, he sponsored so many statues of himself that he was accused of encouraging idolatry. Most of his pontificate was taken up with politics. He involved himself in disputes between Venice and Naples, England and Scotland, France and England, and matters bearing on the Hungarian succession, and for a short time acted as the unchallenged arbiter of European affairs. But then his ambitions collided with those of Philip the Fair, the most powerful of the medieval French kings.

The conflict began over the issue of clerical taxation. Philip, coveting the wealth of the Church, had levied a heavy tax on the French clergy; Boniface declared it unlawful and threatened to excommunicate anyone who tried to implement it; Philip retaliated by cutting off the pope from most of his sources of revenue in France. After a truce, Boniface plotted Philip’s demise, but the king, anticipating this, had already dispatched his own henchmen, who captured the pope on September 3, 1303, at his summer residence at Anagni near Rome and beat him almost to death. Local residents freed him, but a few weeks later he died.

The next pope was served a dish of poisoned figs before he could make an impression; he was followed by Bertrand de Got, a native of Aquitaine and Archbishop of Bordeaux, who was crowned Clement V in Lyons. In 1305, at Philip’s behest, Clement transferred the papal court to Avignon in southern France. And there it was destined to remain for seventy years. Its long spiritual confinement would afterward be compared in Church history to the seventy-year Babylonian Captivity of the Jews. As long as the popes had maintained their court in the Eternal City, they had been clothed in the universality which the idea of Rome evoked. At Avignon this vanished, and “the tacit renunciation by the papacy of its autonomy meant nothing less than its spiritual collapse.” This sad state of affairs was compounded by the work of Clement’s successor, John XXII, who assumed the office in 1316, and gave the papacy a thoroughly materialistic cast.

It was John who developed, if he did not devise, the widespread system of remitting sins by the sale of indulgences, which allowed anyone with money to sin with impunity, so long as he could pay the “fine.” Such fines (as a commutation of punishment) were based in part on the doctrine of the superabundant merits of the saints, who were supposed to have been better than they needed to be for their own salvation. Their excess credits could therefore be stored in a celestial deposit box called the “Thesaurus meritorum sanctorum” (Compendium of the Merits of the Saints), and from this treasury “the pope could draw and make transfers to anyone whose account happened to be deficient.” At the same time, this treasury could never be exhausted because its assets included the inexhaustible merits of Christ. So there was no end to the indulgences the pope could sell. In effect, he controlled “the central bank of salvation.”

[image: Images]

John’s whole tenure as pontiff was devoted to enriching the papal treasury. He extended the powers of his office over appointments, created a system that required the first year’s revenues of a benefice to go to the pope, established a scale of fees for Church documents, and concentrated power in the hands of his relatives and friends. Upon his death the papal treasury was valued at twenty-five million gold crowns. But wealth did not confer moral authority, and other princes and monarchs were therefore emboldened to defy his power. In one celebrated instance, Louis of Bavaria annulled the marriage of one of his subjects so that the woman could marry his son. When the pope declared a crusade against him, Louis branded the pope a heretic. He also enlisted the aid of an Italian lawyer and theologian, Marsilio of Padua (formerly rector of the University of Paris), who set forth an anticlerical theory of Church-state relations which held that the Church had no right to own property of any kind, and that all it possessed was on loan from the state. Such ideas (in reaction to ecclesiastical munificence) soon came to be embraced by dissidents within the Church itself. It was under John that the famous dispute arose between the Spiritual Franciscans, who maintained that neither Christ nor His apostles owned property, and the Conventuals, who claimed they had. The two factions appealed to the pope for a judgment, but John was hardly fit to decide. He was (as one biographer of Wycliffe put it) “as far removed from apostolic poverty as the east is from the west.” The Spiritual Franciscans were denounced, some imprisoned and burned, while the pope issued a bull stating that the right to own property predated the Fall of Adam and Eve.

John’s policies were sustained by his successors, who came up with a vast array of ingenious taxes and fees to fuel their mighty fiscal machine. Deeming it necessary to live on a scale equal to their worldly estate, they also built for themselves at Avignon an enormous battlemented palace, aswarm with courtiers and attendants and furnished with luxuriously appointed rooms. The papal court was a veritable sink of vice and corruption, and the great Italian poet Francesco Petrarch (a devout Catholic) described it in a letter to a friend as “a receptacle of all that is most wicked and abominable. What I tell you is not from hearsay, but from my own knowledge and experience. In this city there is no piety, no reverence or fear of God, no faith or charity, nothing that is holy, just, equitable, or humane.”

By means of a series of French popes, France now reaped the first fruits of Church income, even as the reach of the Church increased. In England and elsewhere, prelates enjoyed immense landed estates, princely revenues, and high civil and ecclesiastical powers. The lower clergy, which derived their parish livings from the people and were supported chiefly by tithes, were eventually transformed into an army of papal bailiffs, whose great business it was to enrich their masters and themselves. Sometimes terrible anathemas were launched from the pulpit against those who resisted their designs. The most ferocious were known as “general” or “greater” excommunications, and exceeded anything pronounced against those guilty of capital crimes:

Let them be accursed eating and drinking; walking and sitting; speaking and holding their peace; waking and sleeping; rowing and riding; laughing and weeping; in house and in field; on water and on land, in all places. Cursed be their head and their thoughts; their eyes and their ears; their tongues and their lips; their teeth and their throats; their shoulders and their breasts; their feet and their legs; their thighs and their inwards. Let them remain accursed from the bottom of the foot to the crown of the head, unless they bethink themselves and come to satisfaction.

The prosperity of the Church even reached down to corrupt the ranks of the monks and mendicant friars. During the eleventh and twelfth centuries, monastic endowment had become a positive mania, as lands, buildings, precious stones, gold and silver were lavished upon cloisters with unsparing largess. At the same time, “the exhibition of relics, the performance of miracles, and above all the sale of indulgences and of Masses for the dead, formed an open sluice through which a steady golden stream poured into the monastic treasury.” The modern idea of the monastery as “a gloomy, isolated residence, where emaciated anchorites wept and fasted, and prayed their lives away in holy conflict with sin” was not apt for the time. At least there were abundant exceptions to the rule. Meanwhile, the great orders of evangelical friars had been transformed into the pope’s private army. After 1321 (thanks to a bull issued by Pope John XXII) they had full authority to exercise any sacerdotal function in any parish, and as such began to compete with the parish priest.

The friar had the pope’s leave both to hear confession and give absolution, and he often did so with appalling alacrity. “He was an esy man to yeve penaunce,” wrote Chaucer, “Ther as he wist to have a good pittaunce” (that is, his absolution depended on a fee). Most parishioners found this irresistible. “Ful swetely herde he confessioun,/And plesaunt was his absolucions.” In time, wrote one historian the friars became “proverbial for their effrontery, their cupidity, and their capacity for unblushing imposture. They heard confessions, they preached, they administered the sacraments, they hawked about their cheap indulgences just as a strolling pedlar might hawk his wares. And they made their fortunes out of the ruin of the parochial priests whose tithes had been annexed by the regular monks.” The private lives of some were scandalously free.

Round many a convent’s blazing fire

Unhallowed threads of revelry are spun;

There Venus sits disguised like a Nun,—

While Bacchus, clothed in semblance of a Friar,

Pours out his choicest beverage….

The arched roof, with resolute abuse

Of its grave echoes, swells a choral cheer

Whose votive burden is—OUR KINGDOM’S HERE!

There was enough truth to such otherwise scurrilous verses to give a church historian pause. Yet another scandal was the intrusion of foreign priests and prelates into English livings. At the time, the deaneries of Lichfield, Salisbury, and York, and archdeaconry of Canterbury (the wealthiest benefice in England), together with a host of other prebends and preferments, were held in absentia by foreign-born cardinals and priests, who collected through their London agent twenty thousand marks a year for the papal treasury. The clergy also exacted fees from every probated will, contract, and divorce, so that the pope’s revenue from England alone was said to be comparable to that taken in by the king. “God gave his sheep to be pastured,” one Parliament complained, “not to be shaven and shorn.”

Wycliffe could find no warrant in Scripture for the organization of the Church as a feudal hierarchy, or for the rich endowments the Church enjoyed. From his study of the New Testament, he had concluded: First, that in the primitive Church or in the time of Paul, two orders of the clergy had been sufficient, that is, a priest and a deacon. All other degrees and orders (based on the Epistles of Timothy and Titus) had their origin in worldly pride. Second, that the legislative right claimed by popes, prelates, and councils, and the power of excommunication and absolution attributed to every member of the clergy, were impious invasions of the prerogatives of Christ. Third, that the priest’s office was simply to preach the Word—“and for this reason, Christ occupied himself mostly in preaching, and thus did his apostles, and for this God loved them.” And fourth, that the ministry of the Gospel was meant to be supported by voluntary contributions from the folk. “Men wonder highly,” he wrote in a treatise entitled The Curse Expounded, “why curates are so severe in exacting tithes, since Christ and his apostles took no tithes, as men do now; nor even spoke of them, either in the Gospel or the Epistles. … Christ lived on alms, as the Gospel telleth; and the apostles lived sometimes by the labor of their hands, and sometimes took a poor livelihood and clothing, given of the people’s free will.”

Although Wycliffe admired the ideals of the mendicants (in particular the Spiritual Franciscans) and their life of poverty, he condemned the wealth and property the orders had amassed. He noted wryly that their great flowing gowns were unsuitable for manual labor (although monasteries had been founded for such work), and that “one cope and hood of a monk” contained enough cloth to clothe “four or five needy men.” He criticized bishops for holding secular office, in neglect of their ecclesiastical appointments, and priests who preoccupied themselves with secular duties, to the neglect of those in their pastoral care. In his view, the Church should be stripped of its endowments and its wealth distributed among the poor.

Wycliffe also despised indulgences, and the whole notion of a storehouse of merit, or spiritual treasury, at the disposal of the pope. God alone could remit sin. And he gave no importance to canonization, maintaining that only God—not the pope and his cardinals—could know whether someone was a saint or not.

In adopting such ideas (though not yet ready to give them full voice) Wycliffe was expressing a point of view that—in England, at least—was widely held. And its prevalence was somewhat tied to a long war with the French. The Hundred Years’ War, as it came to be called, had begun in 1338 ostensibly in support of the claim of England’s King Edward III to the French throne. He marked that pretense by quartering the lilies of France beside the leopards of England on his coat of arms, and the fighting had begun with glorious English victories at Crécy, Poitiers, and Sluys. But then English land forces met a number of setbacks, while combined French and Spanish fleets swept English shipping from the sea. By 1374, the English were clinging to a few fortified cities along the Channel coast. The new might of French arms owed something to monies drawn from the papal treasury at Avignon, and to allow even a little of England’s own wealth to enlarge that fund would be as if the country were funding a war against herself.

Meanwhile, every English Parliament since 1343 had tried to chip away at Church immunities; and in 1366, when Parliament had been called to consider a papal demand that England renew its payment of a feudal tribute (dating to 1213), Parliament treated the demand with contempt. The expropriation of Church property also came up for discussion—for why not force the Church to contribute its wealth to the war chest of the king? One member of Parliament drove the point home with a fable, which recounted the plight of an owl (representing the Church) who appealed for help to a conference of birds. The owl had lost its feathers and was suffering from the cold. She piteously appealed to the other birds to share their feathers with her, and in sympathy each bird gave her one. Suddenly a hawk appeared, in quest of prey. To escape its talons, each bird asked for its own feather back. But the owl, now handsomely plumed, refused. So the others proceeded to take them back by force. “Just so,” said the peer in Parliament, “when war breaks out, we must take from the endowed clergy a portion of their temporal possessions, for that property belongs to us as well as to the kingdom in common, with which we must defend ourselves.”

The alliance between king and Parliament, however, was a shaky one at best; nor was the Church to prove an acquiescent prey. For most of his reign, Edward III had been a vigorous, shrewd, and courageous king. His court had been regarded as the most brilliant in contemporary Europe, and he himself, as an exceptionally gallant knight, well fitted to be the head of it. As a tactical genius, he had ensured English military supremacy by coupling the firepower of the longbow to the skill of the dismounted man-at-arms; and at the Battle of Halidon Hill (the first of his many triumphs) had avenged the military failures of his father by crushing the Scots. But as the war with France faltered, his talents seemed to fail; he sank into a long dotage and lost the will to control his realm. Meanwhile, a power struggle had developed between the king’s two most powerful sons, Edward the “Black Prince” and John of Gaunt. The true nature of that struggle has puzzled historians, but one thing it was not was a struggle between a clerical and an anticlerical party, since both were nationalists who also had churchmen in their pay. If anything can be said for certain about it, it was a struggle for power itself, and (in the long view) for the line of succession to the Crown.

Gaunt’s faction for a time enjoyed the upper hand, but widespread discontent with high taxation and the government’s mismanagement of the war found expression in 1376 in the so-called Good Parliament, which met at Westminster and indignantly demanded an overhaul of the administration, impeachment of a number of its officials, an end to the domination of high state offices by the clergy (including the Chancery, Treasury, and Privy Seal), and curtailment of Church taxes or tithes. In its reforming zeal, the Commons had the support of the Black Prince, but he died before Parliament adjourned, and his death brought an end to its designs.

Gaunt now took the reins of government and in January 1377 convened a new, “Bad,” Parliament, which reversed all the work the Good Parliament had done. But he was no less covetous of Church wealth than his court rivals and by his support of Wycliffe and others had inspired hatred in some of the high churchmen of the land. Recently, in fact, he had invited Wycliffe up to London to evangelize in support of Church disendowment, provoking William Courtenay, the mighty Bishop of London and Gaunt’s implacable foe. Courtenay was (in effect) head of the Church in England, since his nominal superior, Simon Sudbury, the Archbishop of Canterbury, was too diffident to wield his crozier with any force.

In the winter of 1377 a convocation of bishops assembled at St. Paul’s Cathedral and summoned Wycliffe to appear before them on February 19 to answer charges of heresy. The exact charges are not known, but his prominence in the growing political movement against Church property made him a clear target of the bishops’ ire. By 1377, he had also written several learned works attacking the temporal power and corruption of the Church, had boldly advised the government to reject the pope’s demands for tribute, exalted the state above the Church in secular affairs, and was honored by the University of Oxford for his zeal against the friars. More recently, he had gained a considerable following for himself in the capital, where he had attracted large crowds. It was impossible for the Church hierarchy assembled in the city, writes Trevelyan, “to allow its authority to be so openly defied, or for a man as proud and fierce as Courtenay to hear himself and his order attacked in his own diocese by an unauthorized Oxford priest.”

Other circumstances made Wycliffe’s arraignment still more opportune. The political situation in London at that moment was confused. While the population had been stirred by Wycliffe’s preaching, it had also been aroused against his patron and chief protector, Gaunt. As chairman of the Royal Council, Gaunt had recently introduced into Parliament a bill designed to wrest control of the city administration from the mayor and turn it over to the king’s marshal, Lord Henry Percy, Gaunt’s ally. This would have placed the city (literally) under martial law, and would have deprived its citizens of many of the time-honored civil liberties to which they had grown used.

February 19 arrived and the robed and mitered dignitaries gathered in the chapel behind the altar where Courtenay, seated on the episcopal throne, waited for the accused to appear. The great cathedral was filled with people, and when Wycliffe entered, flanked by Percy, Gaunt, and their retainers, an armed guard had to clear a passage through the crowd. When Courtenay saw the commotion, he rebuked Lord Percy for it, saying he would never have allowed him into the church if he’d known “what masteries he’d attempt.” Gaunt disdainfully replied that they “would keep such mastery there” as they pleased. Then they took their chairs, and Percy also invited Wycliffe to sit, saying, “Since you have much to reply, you will need all the softer seat.” A dispute now arose as to whether Wycliffe “should stand as a prisoner before the bar or sit as a doctor defending his arguments.” Courtenay declared that it was “contrary to reason and law” that Wycliffe should sit and that he would have to stand as long as the trial might last. Unwilling to yield the bishop any ground, Gaunt rasped out with menace: “You put your trust in your parents [the Earl and Countess of Devon], but they will not be able to help you, for they will have enough to do to help themselves.” Courtenay stood up: “I do not trust in my parents, nor in you, nor in any man, but in my God, who is not one who ‘trusts in Himself.’” Gaunt sprang up in turn and threatened to drag the bishop out of the church by his hair. That created an uproar, and fighting broke out in the nave. As the melee spread, the assembly scattered, as all the principals sought safety for themselves.

The following day, an armed mob stormed Lord Percy’s residence and, failing to find him (since he was elsewhere at dinner with Gaunt), broke into Gaunt’s palace, plundered and set it ablaze. A messenger, “wild with fear and haste,” finally located the two men “at their oysters” and bursting in upon them “told them to fly for their lives.” Gaunt stood up from the table with such violence that he smashed one of his shins. With some difficulty, they made their way down to the waterfront and hastily crossed the Thames.

Three months later, on May 22, 1377, the pope issued five bulls against Wycliffe, variously addressed to the Archbishop of Canterbury, the Bishop of London, the king, and the chancellor of Oxford. “We have learned to our extreme sorrow,” wrote the pope “that John Wycliffe, rector of the church at Lutterworth, of the diocese of Lincoln, a professor of holy writ—would he were not a master of errors!—has been impugning received doctrine.” He then berated the English churchmen as “slothfully negligent” for having allowed him to flourish unrestrained, and said that the propositions he had been promulgating “tended to the entire subversion of the Church.” The prelates were ordered to investigate all the errors and heresies with which Wycliffe had been charged and, if he were found guilty, to clap him in irons and compel him to confess.

The pope also demanded that Oxford cooperate with the authorities and not allow any of Wycliffe’s theories to be taught. Of the nineteen propositions listed, the most irksome to the pope were the eighth, ninth, seventeenth, and nineteenth. The eighth and ninth together stated that the pope had no power to excommunicate anyone, because each person could only excommunicate himself by living an unholy life. The seventeenth recognized the right of kings to deprive bishops and other ecclesiastics of their worldly wealth if they failed to conduct themselves in a manner befitting their office; and the nineteenth held that any ecclesiastic, including the pope, could be arraigned and tried for his misdeeds.

Wycliffe first learned of the charges against him that fall. Meanwhile, King Edward III had died and all public interest had since been absorbed by new reversals in the war and the accession of Richard II. Richard, the son of Edward the Black Prince, was but “a lad of eleven years, fair as Absalom,” when he was crowned in splendor on a midsummer’s day. The Church came under renewed attack as the problem of raising war supplies was once more thrust to the fore, and when Parliament convened that fall, it called Wycliffe as an expert witness as to whether England could “lawfully, in its own defense” reject papal demands for any part of the kingdom’s wealth. Since the pope, in the view of the English, was a puppet of the French, money channeled to the papal treasury at Avignon might also be thought to enlarge the war chest on which the French relied. Wycliffe testified that not only was it right to reject the pope’s demands, but it would be immoral not to. And he gave three grounds. By the law of nature, he said, England had an inherent right to defend herself; by the law of the Gospel, the Church could only accept money in the form of alms; and by the law of conscience, it would be “asinine stupidity” for England to destroy herself by her own gold. Then he exhorted the council to ignore any threat of excommunication the pope might make. That, however, went beyond his brief and “silence was imposed upon him by our Lord the King with the Council of the Realm.”

Meanwhile, Oxford University had refused to condemn him. The vice-chancellor considered it unwise to imprison an Englishman (who was also a royal servant) at the pope’s command because this would seem “to give the pope lordship and regal authority in England.” On the other hand, he wanted to appear cooperative, and so arranged with Wycliffe’s consent to place him at Black Hall under house arrest. There he was snugly confined, while the vice-chancellor empaneled a group of theologians to scrutinize the propositions the pope had condemned. All were judged orthodox, though it was admitted some of them “sounded poorly to the ears.”

Nevertheless, in March 1378 Wycliffe was again summoned before the bishops—this time at Lambeth Palace—to answer for his views. Once more the government was on his side. In the previous trial at St. Paul’s, the clerics had been acting within the acknowledged rights of the English Church courts; but now they were sitting as papal commissioners and so seemed to challenge the sovereignty of English law. Scarcely had the proceedings begun when a message arrived from the Queen Mother sternly warning them not to take any harsh measures against the accused. This struck such fear into their hearts, according to one unhappy chronicler, that they began to tremble and were almost apologetic, “to the manifest forfeiture of their dignity and the injury of the whole Church.” The trial was transformed into a hearing, and as the demoralized clerics attempted to proceed, they were so often interrupted by hostile shouts from the audience that at length they thought it best to let Wycliffe go with a reprimand. “In this way,” the chronicler tells us, “that slippery John Wycliffe deluded his inquisitors, mocked the Bishops, and escaped … although all his propositions are clearly heretical and depraved.”

Brief though it was, the trial had lasting importance, for it prevented the inquisitorial powers of the pope from ever taking root on English soil. With the single exception of Mary Tudor’s harsh reign, Church and state would never again proceed against heresy under papal authority, but only (when it did) according to English law.

A few days later, Pope Gregory XI died. With his death, the Captivity at Avignon came to an end. Such an auspicious event might have done much to resuscitate the Church, but instead it led to an even more bizarre development that compounded its decline.

For a number of years the papacy had been trying to free itself from French control. On the 23rd of May 1365, the Emperor Charles IV of Bohemia had traveled to Avignon to see Pope Urban V (Gregory’s predecessor) and had told him that only his return to Rome could repair papal prestige. After two years of vacillation, Urban at length agreed (despite thinly veiled threats of assassination by the French), and on the 30th of April 1367 left his stately French palace, “amid the wailing and gnashing of teeth of his cardinals.” At Marseilles, the cardinals made a last effort to detain him, before he set sail on May 19 for Viterbo, Italy, where he arrived on the 9th of June. There he lingered in agonized uncertainty for four months. Finally, on October 16, escorted by two thousand men-at-arms, he entered Rome and celebrated mass in St. Peter’s Basilica, where no pope had set foot for sixty-three years. The city’s cathedrals and churches were in ruins, “cattle wandered into the buildings and grazed at the foot of the altars,” even the marble blocks of the Colosseum had been sold for lime. Amid such comfortless decay, the city’s reduced population had long dragged out a pitiful, impoverished existence without hope of improvement in their lives. The former papal residence, the Lateran, was also in shambles, so Urban ensconced himself in the Vatican, under the protective shadow of the castle of St. Angelo, where the ramparts were manned by a frightened papal guard. Few of Urban’s cardinals were willing to follow him, and at length, his own resolve failed. On April 17, 1370, he fled back to the safety of the Avignon court. There (in fulfillment of an angry prediction by St. Bridget, a Swedish mystic) he died before the end of the year.

When Gregory XI succeeded Urban, he tried to mitigate French influence, but ultimately proved captive to his own luxury and pride. St. Bridget excoriated him for allowing “insatiable avarice, execrable wantonness, and all-devouring simony” to run rampant at his court, which she compared to a brothel, and enjoined him to “arise and reform the Church.” “If thou dost not obey,” she warned, “know verily every devil in hell shall have a morsel of thy immortal and inconsumable soul.” Still he refused to act, and after Bridget’s death, the voice of doom was assumed by St. Catherine of Siena, who spent the summer of 1376 in Avignon uttering prophecies equally dire. At length the beleaguered pontiff yielded to her persuasions and on September 13, 1376, he set out for Rome. After a difficult journey, he entered the Eternal City on January 17, 1377, accompanied by a crowd of mountebanks, “clothed in white, clapping their hands and dancing before him.” Late in the afternoon, he entered St. Peter’s Basilica, illuminated for the occasion with eighteen thousand lamps, and knelt in prayer before the shrine.

One of his few notable acts as a Roman (not French) pontiff was to issue the five bulls against Wycliffe. But then he died; and Wycliffe had been glad to see him go—“an abiding heretic,” he called him, “who died without any sign of penitence for his crimes and the slaughter of many thousands in war for temporal gain.” At his death the French still dominated the College of Cardinals, but the people of Rome were determined not to let the papacy go. When the cardinals assembled on April 7, 1378, a huge mob gathered outside the Vatican and threatened to kill them if they didn’t elect an Italian pope. The captain of the guard protecting them warned: “You will be torn to pieces if you don’t do what the people expect.” Even as they deliberated, part of the mob invaded the building and seized the papal wine cellars; without more ado, the cardinals hastily elected Bartholomew Prignano, Archbishop of Bari, and (as he was not himself then in Rome) dressed up a colleague in papal robes and pushed him out onto a balcony to pacify the crowd.

On Easter Sunday, April 18, the new pope was crowned Urban VI. Despite the circumstances of his election, everyone expected the best from him. He had a reputation for piety and justice, was a master of canon law, a diligent student of the Bible, and grave and austere. He hated worldliness and simony, and Wycliffe for one thanked God for “providing our mother church with a catholic head, an evangelical man,” who had already given evidence that he would live “in conformity with the law of Christ.” But Urban lacked diplomacy and tact. A fortnight after his election, he openly upbraided the cardinals for their immorality and insisted they learn to forgo the luxuries to which they had grown used. One of the cardinals, Robert of Cambray, Count of Geneva, promptly warned him (much like a great noble speaking to his king), “I tell you, if you diminish our honor, we shall diminish yours.” But Urban continued to assault their character, and after two months the cardinals decided they had had enough. A majority decamped to Fondi, in the kingdom of Naples, and from there issued an encyclical that declared Urban’s election invalid (as having occurred under duress) and denounced him as an apostate, tyrant, and the Antichrist. The three remaining Italian cardinals soon joined them, and the pope was left “like a sparrow on a house-top,” without support. At first he repented his rashness and “wept bitter tears”; but then he grew irate. On November 28 he created twenty-four new cardinals to replace those who had defected. In response, the dissidents elected Robert of Cambray as their new pope.

The count took the name of Clement VII and almost at once Western Christendom was split into two camps. The Holy Roman Empire, England, most of Italy, the Netherlands, Scandinavia, Hungary, Poland, and Portugal (according to their own perceived political interests) recognized Urban, while France, Naples, Scotland, Luxembourg, Castile, Burgundy, Savoy, and Austria rallied to Clement, who set himself up in Avignon. Both popes promptly excommunicated each other, and accused each other of being imposters and of everything impious and vile. Thus arose the Great Schism, which was to divide (and rend) the Church for forty years.

The spectacle of two popes, each devoting his entire energies to the destruction of his rival, was appalling to every devout heart, and dealt a heavy blow to that idea of Church unity which had exercised such a great (and consoling) influence on the imagination of the Middle Ages. Wycliffe gave voice to a rising tide of disgust. “Many noble, catholic truths,” he sarcastically wrote, “are made plain by this happy division,” and compared the two popes to dogs snarling over a bone. Ultimately, he regarded the institution of the papacy as without scriptural foundation, and came to reject the doctrine of papal infallibility outright. “Some think that if the pope canonizes a man, he must needs be a saint in Heaven,” but “how could the pope have the power to bind and to loose?” He also leveled increasing fire at such abuses as pluralism (holding more than one benefice at a time), absenteeism, the sale of indulgences, the politics of excommuniction, and even the veneration of saints. He had a puritanical dislike of any kind of opulence or show, disapproved of loud singing and intoning in Church, and regarded the worship of images and the adoration of relics as forms of idolatry. The notion that an image had miraculous powers he considered a diabolical deceit. Though he revered the Virgin Mary as “blessed in heaven” and “without sin,” he thought Masses for the dead worthless. One small act of goodness, he wrote, was of more use to a man than thousands of gold crowns spent after his death for the repose of his soul. In some measure, his critique was shared by others. In Piers the Plowman, William Langland exalted the integrity of a simple peasant’s heart over ecclesiastics in their pride; and Chaucer’s “gorge rose at the Pardoner and his relics of ‘pigge’s bones.’ “

The tone of defiance in Wycliffe’s polemical writing, however, grew ever more pronounced, and from the seclusion of his study in Lutterworth, he began a systematic attack on the beliefs and practices of the Church. It has sometimes been claimed that his onslaught had its source in some early, bitter disappointment—for example, his ouster as warden of Canterbury Hall in 1365, or his failure to secure a bishopric upon his return from Bruges in 1374. But by that time some of his controversial views had already been formed, and incorporated into a number of tracts. Between 1378 and 1380, he wrote several new works (afterward deemed heretical)—among them, the De Veritate Sacrae Scripturae (On the Truth of Holy Scripture), De Ecclesia (On the Church), De Apostasia (On Apostasy), De Eucharistia (On the Eucharist), De Potestate Papae (On the Power of the Pope), and De Officio Regis (On the Office of the King).

In all of these tracts, Wycliffe argued strongly that the Church had been corrupted by worldly possessions and should return to its apostolic ideals. He also articulated his own idea (derived from Augustine, Bradwardine, and others) of what the true Church was. When men speak of it, he said, they usually mean prelates, priests, monks, canons, and friars—members of the acknowledged Church community. Not so: the Church, said Wycliffe, was the whole body of the elect. Who were they? God had foreordained some to salvation and glory, by virtue of His election; others, to everlasting punishment by virtue of His foreknowledge of their sin. The former Wycliffe called praedestinati (“predestinated”), the latter praeciti (“foreknown”). Only true believers—the elect—belonged to the Church in the proper sense; but they were mixed with the unconverted, “as wheat and chaff are mixed together on the threshing floor.” In the present life, many reprobate sinners, apparent Christians, and uncoverted souls formed part of the visible Church. Only God could know who a true member of His congregation was. Membership in the visible Church was therefore no guarantee of election. Even the pope himself could not count on it: “For no pope that now lives knows whether he is of the Church or a limb of the fiend.”

No one could be sure of his own standing in grace. Only a life of piety, morality, and good works in imitation of Christ could provide possible reassurance of one’s fate. At the same time, Wycliffe fought shy of the conclusion that people were damned beyond all possible hope of recovery. “Who knows the measure of God’s mercy?” he wrote; since no one knows for sure whether another is damned or saved, no man (not even the pope) could pronounce a judgment either way. The true source of all authority and truth was in one place only—the Bible, God’s Word.

This was at variance with Church doctrine, which recognized Tradition as equal to Scripture yet (by its priority) above it in authority. By Tradition was meant all those teachings that could be traced back to the time of Christ and the Apostles, and were afterward expressed in the conclusions of Church councils, pronouncements of the Fathers, and decrees of the popes. Such Traditions could therefore be said to justify doctrines not found in Scripture itself.

But for Wycliffe, the Bible, in particular the Gospels, was the supreme standard by which even Church doctrine must be tried. “Were there a hundred popes and all the friars turned to cardinals,” he wrote, “their opinions in matters of faith should not be accepted except in so far as they are founded on Scripture itself.” Again, whereas the Church maintained that Scripture itself was not doctrine, but must be interpreted for the doctrine it contains, Wycliffe held that one passage explained another better than any gloss could. Each verse was to be understood in the light of the whole truth of the text. On that ground, he dismissed the papal doctrine of the two swords, the spiritual and the temporal, as given to Peter (and the pope as his successor) based on Luke 22:38: since the doctrine was not corroborated by anything else the Bible said.
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