
— Chapter 1 —

Wycliffe: His Birth & 
Education

 

WITH the revolving centuries we behold the world 
slowly emerging into the light. The fifth century 
brought with it a signal blessing to Christianity 

in the guise of a disaster. Like a tree that was growing too 
rapidly, it was cut down to its roots that it might escape 
a luxuriance* which would have been its ruin. From a 
Principle that has its seat in the heart, and the fruit of 
which is an enlightened understanding and a holy life, 
Religion, under the corrupting influences of power and 
riches, was being transformed into a Rite, which, having its 
sphere solely in the senses, leaves the soul in darkness and 
the life in bondage.

*Excessive growth
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 These two, the Principle and the Rite, began 
so early as the fourth and fifth centuries to draw apart, 
and to develop each after its own kind. The rite rapidly 
progressed, and seemed far to outstrip its rival. It built 
for itself gorgeous temples, it enlisted in its service a 
powerful hierarchy, it added year by year to the number 
and magnificence of its ceremonies, it expressed itself in 
canons and constitutions; and, seduced by this imposing 
show, nations bowed down before it, and puissant* kings 
lent their swords for its defence and propagation. 

 Far otherwise was it with its rival. Withdrawing into 
the spiritual sphere, it appeared to have abandoned the 
field to its antagonist. Not so, however. If it had hidden 
itself from the eyes of men, it was that it might build up 
from the very foundation, piling truth upon truth, and 
prepare in silence those mighty spiritual forces by which 
it was in due time to emancipate the world. Its progress 
was consequently less marked, but was far more real than 
that of its antagonist. Every error which the one pressed 
into its service was a cause of weakness; every truth which 
the other added to its creed was a source of strength. 
The uninstructed and superstitious hordes which the one 
received into its communion were dangerous allies. They 
might follow it in the day of its prosperity, but they would 
desert it and become its foes whenever the tide of popular 
favour turned against it. Not so the adherents of the other. 
With purified hearts and enlightened understandings, they 
were prepared to follow it at all hazards. The number of 
its disciples, small at first, continually multiplied. The 
purity of their lives, the meekness with which they bore the 
injuries inflicted on them, and the heroism with which their 
death was endured, augmented** from age to age the moral 
power and the spiritual glory of their cause. And thus, 

*Powerful, mighty
**To make or become greater
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while the one reached its fall through its very success, the 
other marched on through oppression and proscription* to 
triumph.

 We have arrived at the beginning of the fourteenth 
century. We have had no occasion hitherto to speak of the 
British Isles, but now our attention must be turned to them. 
Here a greater light is about to appear than any that had 
illumined the darkness of the ages that had gone before. 

 In the North Riding of Yorkshire, watered by the 
Tees, lies the parish of Wycliffe. In the manor-house of 
this parish, in the year 1324,1 was born a child, who was 
named John. Here his ancestors had lived since the time of 
the Conquest, and according to the manner of the times, 
they took their surname from the place of their residence, 
and the son now born to them was known as John de 
Wycliffe. Of his boyhood nothing is recorded. He was 
destined from an early age for the Church, which gives 
us ground to conclude that even then he discovered that 
penetrating intelligence which marked his maturer years, 
and that loving sympathy which drew him so often in after 
life to the homesteads and the sick-beds of his parish of 
Lutterworth. Schools for rudimental instruction were even 
then pretty thickly planted over England, in connection 
with the cathedral towns and the religious houses; and it is 
probable that the young Wycliffe received his first training 
at one of these seminaries in his own neighborhood.2 

 At the age of sixteen or thereabouts, Wycliffe was 
sent to Oxford. Here he became first a scholar, and next a 
fellow of Merton College, the oldest foundation save one 
in Oxford.3 The youth of England, athirst for knowledge, 
the fountains of which had long been sealed up, were then 
crowding to the universities, and when Wycliffe entered 
Merton there were not fewer than 30,000 students at Oxford. 

*exile, condemnation
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These numbers awaken surprise, but it is to be taken into 
account that many of the halls were no better than upper 
schools. The college which Wycliffe joined was the most 
distinguished at that seat of learning. The fame, unrivalled 
in their own day, which two of its scholars, William Occam 
and Duns Scotus, had attained, shed a lustre upon it. One 
of its chairs had been filled by the celebrated Bradwardine,4 
who was closing his career at Merton about the time that 
the young Wycliffe was opening his in Oxford. Bradwardine 
was one of the first mathematicians and astronomers of 
his day; but having been drawn to the study of the Word 
of God, he embraced the doctrines of free grace, and his 
chair became a fountain of higher knowledge than that 
of natural science. While most of his contemporaries, by 
the aid of a subtle scholasticism, were endeavouring to 
penetrate into the essence of things, and to explain all 
mysteries, Bradwardine was content to accept what God 
had revealed in His Word, and this humility was rewarded 
by his finding the path which others missed. Lifting the 
veil, he unfolded to his students, who crowded round him 
with eager attention and admiring reverence, the way of 
life, warning them especially against that Pelagianism* 
which was rapidly substituting a worship of externals for 
a religion of the heart, and teaching men to trust in their 
power of will for a salvation which can come only from 
the sovereign grace of God. Bradwardine was greater as a 
theologian than he had been as a philosopher. The fame of 
his lectures filled Europe, and his evangelical views, diffused 
by his scholars, helped to prepare the way for Wycliffe and 
others who were to come after him. It was around his chair 
that the new day was seen first to break. 

 A quick apprehension, a penetrating intellect, 
and a retentive memory, enabled the young scholar of 

*The doctrine of a British monk, Pelagius, who denied the doctrine of 
original sin and maintained that man has freedom of will.
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Merton to make rapid progress in the learning of those 
days. Philosophy then lay in guesses rather than in facts. 
Whatever could be known from having been put before man 
in the facts of Nature, or the doctrines of Revelation, was 
deemed not worth further investigation. It was too humble 
an occupation to observe and to deduce. In the pride of 
his genius, man turned away from a field lying at his feet, 
and plunged boldly into a region where, having no data to 
guide him and no ground for solid footing, he could learn 
really nothing. From this region of vague speculation the 
explorer brought back only the images of his own creating, 
and, dressing up these fancies as facts, he passed them off 
as knowledge.

 Such was the philosophy that invited the study of 
Wycliffe.5 There was scarce enough in it to reward his labour, 
but he thirsted for knowledge, and giving himself to it 
“with his might,” he soon became a master in the scholastic 
philosophy, and did not fear to encounter the subtlest of 
all the subtle disputants in the schools of Oxford. He was 
“famously reputed,” says Fox, “for a great clerk, a deep 
schoolman, and no less expert in all kinds of philosophy.” 
Walden, his bitter enemy, writing to Pope Martin V. 
respecting him, says that he was “wonderfully astonished” 
at the “vehemency and force of his reasonings,” and the 
“places of authority” with which they were fortified.6 To his 
knowledge of scholastics he added great proficiency in both 
the canon and civil laws. This was a branch of knowledge 
which stood him in more stead in after years than the other 
and more fashionable science. By these studies he became 
versed in the constitution and laws of his native country, 
and was fitted for taking an intelligent part in the battle 
which soon thereafter arose between the usurpations of 
the Pontiff and the rights of the crown of England. “He 
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had an eye for the most different things,” says Lechler, 
speaking of Wycliffe, “and took a lively interest in the most 
multifarious* questions.”7 

 But the foundation of Wycliffe’s greatness was 
laid in a higher teaching than any that man can give. It 
was the illumination of his mind and the renewal of his 
heart by the instrumentality of the Bible that made him 
the Reformer—certainly, the greatest of all the Reformers 
who appeared before the era of Luther. Without this, he 
might have been remembered as an eminent scholastic 
of the fourteenth century, whose fame has been luminous 
enough to transmit a few feeble rays to our own age; but 
he never would have been known as the first to bear the 
axe into the wilderness of Papal abuses, and to strike at the 
roots of that great tree of which others had been content to 
lop off a few of the branches. The honour would not have 
been his to be the first to raise that Great Protest, which 
nations will bear onwards till it shall have made the circuit 
of the earth, proclaiming, “Fallen is every idol, razed** is 
every stronghold of darkness and tyranny, and now is come 
salvation, and the kingdom of our Lord and of His Christ, 
and He shall reign for ever.”

 How Wycliffe came to a knowledge of the truth it is 
not difficult to guess. He was, D’Aubigne informs us, one of 
the scholars of the evangelical Bradwardine.8 As he heard 
the great master discourse day by day on the sovereignty 
of grace and the freeness of salvation, a new light would 
begin to break upon the mind of the young scholastic. He 
would turn to a diviner page than that of Plato. But for this 
Wycliffe might have entered the priesthood without ever 
having studied a single chapter of the Bible, for instruction 
in theology formed no part of preparation for the sacred 
office in those days. 

*Diverse
**Demolished
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 No doubt theology, after a fashion, was studied, yet 
not a theology whose substance was drawn from the Bible, 
but a man-invented system. The Bachelors of Theology 
of the lowest grade held readings in the Bible. Not so, 
however, the Bachelors of the middle and highest grades: 
these founded their prelections* upon the Sentences 
of Peter Lombard. Puffed up with the conceit of their 
mystical lore, they regarded it beneath their dignity to 
expound so elementary a book as the Holy Scriptures. The 
former were named contemptuously Biblicists**; the latter 
were honourably designated Sententiarii, or Men of the 
Sentences.9

 “There was no mention,” says Fox, describing the 
early days of Wycliffe, “nor almost any word spoken of 
Scripture. Instead of Peter and Paul, men occupied their 
time in studying Aquinas and Scotus, and the Master 
of Sentences.” “Scarcely any other thing was seen in the 
temples or churches, or taught or spoken of in sermons, 
or finally intended or gone about in their whole life, but 
only heaping up of certain shadowed ceremonies upon 
ceremonies; neither was there any end of their heaping. 
The people were taught to worship no other thing but that 
which they did see, and they did see almost nothing which 
they did not worship.”10 

 In the midst of these grovelling superstitions, 
men were startled by the approach of a terrible visitant. 
The year 1348 was fatally signalised by the outbreak 
of a fearful pestilence, one of the most destructive in 
history. Appearing first in Asia, it took a westerly course, 
traversing the globe like the pale horse and his rider in the 
Apocalypse, terror marching before it, and death following 
in its rear. It ravaged the shores of the Levant, it desolated 
Greece, and going on still toward the west, it struck Italy 

*Lecture
**One who strictly adheres to Bible teachings
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with terrible severity. Florence, the lovely capital of Etruria, 
it turned into a charnel-house*. The genius of Boccaccio 
painted its horrors, and the muse of Petrarch bewailed its 
desolations. The latter had cause, for Laura was among 
its victims. Passing the Alps it entered Northern Europe, 
leaving, say some contemporary historians, only a tenth 
of the human race alive. This we know is an exaggeration; 
but it expresses the popular impression, and sufficiently 
indicates the awful character of those ravages, in which all 
men heard, as it were, the footsteps of coming death. The 
sea as well as the land was marked with its devastating 
prints. Ships voyaging afar on the ocean were overtaken 
by it, and when the winds piloted them to land, they were 
found to be freighted with none but the dead.

 On the 1st of August the plague touched the shores 
of England. “Beginning at Dorchester,” says Fox, “every 
day twenty, some days forty, some fifty, and more, dead 
corpses, were brought and laid together in one deep pit.” 
On the 1st day of November it reached London, “where,” 
says the same chronicler, “the vehement rage thereof was 
so hot, and did increase so much, that from the 1st day of 
February till about the beginning of May, in a church-yard 
then newly made by Smithfield [Charterhouse], about two 
hundred dead corpses every day were buried, besides those 
which in other church-yards of the city were laid also.”11 

 “In those days,” says another old chronicler, Caxton, 
“was death without sorrow, weddings without friendship, 
dying without succour; scarcely were there left living folk 
for to bury honestly them that were dead.” Of the citizens 
of London not fewer than 100,000 perished. The ravages 
of the plague were spread over all England, and a full half 
of the nation was struck down. From men the pestilence 
passed to the lower animals. Putrid carcasses covered the 

*Tomb or vault for corpses
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fields; the labours of the husbandman were suspended; the 
soil ceased to be ploughed, and the harvest to be reaped; 
the courts of law were closed, and Parliament did not meet; 
everywhere reigned terror, mourning, and death. 

 This dispensation was the harbinger* of a very 
different one. The tempest that scathed the earth opened 
the way for the shower which was to fertilize it. The plague 
was not without its influence on that great movement 
which, beginning with Wycliffe, was continued in a line of 
confessors and martyrs, till it issued in the Reformation 
of Luther and Calvin. Wycliffe had been a witness of the 
passage of the destroyer; he had seen the human race 
fading from off the earth as if the ages had completed 
their cycle, and the end of the world was at hand. He was 
then in his twenty-fifth year, and could not but be deeply 
impressed by the awful events passing around him. “This 
visitation of the Almighty,” says D’Aubigne, “sounded like 
the trumpet of the judgment-day in the heart of Wycliffe.”12 
Bradwardine had already brought him to the Bible, the 
plague brought him to it a second time; and now, doubtless, 
he searched its page more earnestly than ever. He came to 
it, not as the theologian, seeking in it a deeper wisdom 
than any mystery which the scholastic philosophy could 
open to him; nor as the scholar, to refine his taste by its 
pure models, and enrich his understanding by the sublimity 
of its doctrines; nor even as the polemic**, in search of 
weapons wherewith to assail the dominant superstitions; 
he now came to the Bible as a lost sinner, seeking how 
he might be saved. Nearer every day came the messenger 
of the Almighty. The shadow that messenger cast before 
him was hourly deepening; and we can hear the young 
student, who doubtless in that hour felt the barrenness and 
insufficiency of the philosophy of the schools, lifting up 

*Forerunner
**One who writes in support of a system in opposition to another.
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with increasing vehemency the cry, “Who shall deliver me 
from the wrath to come?”

 It would seem to be a law that all who are to be 
reformers of their age shall first undergo a conflict of soul. 
They must feel in their own case the strength of error, the 
bitterness of the bondage in which it holds men, and stand 
face to face with the Omnipotent Judge, before they can 
become the deliverers of others. This only can inspire them 
with pity for the wretched captives whose fetters they seek 
to break, and give them courage to brave the oppressors 
from whose cruelty they labour to rescue them. This agony 
of soul did Luther and Calvin undergo; and a distress and 
torment similar in character, though perhaps not so great 
in degree, did Wycliffe endure before beginning his work.

 His sins, doubtless, were made a heavy burden to 
him—so heavy that he could not lift up his head. Standing 
on the brink of the pit, he says, he felt how awful it was 
to go down into the eternal night, “and inhabit everlasting 
burnings.” The joy of escape from a doom so terrible made 
him feel how small a matter is the life of the body, and how 
little to be regarded are the torments which the tyrants of 
earth have it in their power to inflict, compared with the 
wrath of the Ever-living God. It is in these fires that the 
reformers have been hardened. It is in this school that they 
have learned to defy death and to sing at the stake. In this 
armour was Wycliffe clad before he was sent forth into the 
battle.

ENDNOTES

1. Lewis, Life of Wiclif, p. 1; Oxford ed., 1820.
2. Lechler thinks that “probably it was the pastor of the same-named 
village who was his first teacher.” ( Johann von Wiclif, und die Vorge-
schichte der Reformation, vol. 1, p. 271; Leipzig, 1873.)
3. Of the twenty and more colleges that now constitute Oxford Uni-
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— Chapter 2 —

The Pope's 
Encroachments on 

England

 

OF the merely personal incidents of Wycliffe’s life 
almost nothing is recorded. The services done 
for his own times, and for the ages that were to 

follow, occupy his historians to the exclusion of all strictly 
personal matters. Few have acted so large a part, and filled 
so conspicuous a place in the eyes of the world, of whom so 
few private reminiscences and details have been preserved. 
The charm of a singular sweetness, and the grace of a rare 
humility and modesty, appear to have characterized him. 
These qualities were blended with a fine dignity, which he 
wore easily, as those nobly born do the insignia of their 
rank. Not blameless merely, but holy, was the life he lived 
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in an age of unexampled degeneracy. “From his portrait,” 
says the younger M’Crie, “which has been preserved, some 
idea may be formed of the personal appearance of the 
man. He must have been a person of noble aspect and 
commanding attitude. The dark piercing eye, the aquiline* 
features, and firm-set lips, with the sarcastic smile that 
mantles over them, exactly agree with all we know of the 
bold and unsparing character of the Reformer.”1

 A few sentences will suffice to trace the various 
stages of Wycliffe’s academic career. He passed twenty years 
at Merton College, Oxford—first as a scholar and next as 
a fellow. In 1360 he was appointed to the Mastership of 
Balliol College. This preferment he owed to the fame he 
had acquired as a scholastic.2

 Having become a Bachelor of Theology, Wycliffe 
had now the privilege of giving public lectures in the 
university on the Books of Scripture. He was forbidden 
to enter the higher field of the Sentences of Peter of 
Lombardy—if, indeed, he was desirous of doing so. This 
belonged exclusively to the higher grade of Bachelors and 
Doctors in Theology. But the expositions he now gave of 
the Books of Holy Writ proved of great use to himself. He 
became more profoundly versed in the knowledge of divine 
things; and thus was the professor unwittingly prepared 
for the great work of reforming the Church, to which the 
labours of his after-life were to be directed.3

 He was soon thereafter appointed (1365) to be head 
of Canterbury Hall. This was a new college, founded by 
Simon de Islip,4 Archbishop of Canterbury. The constitution 
of this college ordained that its fellowships should be held 
by four monks and eight secular priests. The rivalship 
existing between the two orders was speedily productive 
of broils**, and finally led to a conflict with the university 

*Like an eagle
**Commotion or quarrel
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authorities; and the founder, finding the plan unworkable, 
dismissed the four monks, replaced them with seculars, and 
appointed Wycliffe as Master, or Warden. Within a year 
Islip died, and was succeeded in the primacy by Langham, 
who, himself a monk, restored the expelled regulars, and, 
displacing Wycliffe from his Wardenship, appointed a new 
head to the college. Wycliffe then appealed to the Pope; but 
Langham had the greater influence at Rome, and after a 
long delay, in 1370, the cause was given against Wycliffe.5 

 It was pending this decision that events happened 
which opened to Wycliffe a wider arena than the halls 
of Oxford. Henceforth, it was not against the monks of 
Canterbury Hall, or even the Primate* of England—it was 
against the Prince Pontiff of Christendom that Wycliffe was 
to do battle. In order to understand what we are now to 
relate, we must go back a century.

 The throne of England was then filled by King John, 
a vicious, pusillanimous**, and despotic monarch, but 
nevertheless capable by fits and starts of daring and brave 
deeds. In 1205, Hubert, the Primate of England, died. The 
junior canons of Canterbury met clandestinely that very 
night, and without any conge d’elire***, elected Reginald, 
their sub-prior, Archbishop of Canterbury, and installed 
him in the archiepiscopal throne before midnight.6 By the 
next dawn Reginald was on his way to Rome, whither 
he had been dispatched by his brethren to solicit the 
Pope’s confirmation of his election. When the king came 
to the knowledge of the transaction, he was enraged at 
its temerity, and set about procuring the election of the 
Bishop of Norwich to the primacy. Both parties—the king 
and the canons—sent agents to Rome to plead their cause 
before the Pope.

 The man who then filled the chair of Peter, Innocent 

*Archbishop                                        ***Permission to choose a bishop
**Timid, cowardly



18 The Pope's Encroachments on England

III., was vigorously prosecuting the audacious project of 
Gregory VII., of subordinating the rights and power of 
princes to the Papal See, and of taking into his own hands 
the appointment to all the episcopal sees* of Christendom, 
that through the bishops and priests, now reduced to an 
absolute monarchy entirely dependent upon the Vatican, 
he might govern at his will all the kingdoms of Europe. 
No Pope ever was more successful in this ambitious policy 
than the man before whom the King of England on the 
one hand, and the canons of Canterbury on the other, now 
carried their cause. Innocent annulled both elections—
that of the canons and that of the king—and made his 
own nominee, Cardinal Langton, be chosen to the See of 
Canterbury.7 But this was not all. The king had appealed 
to the Pope; and Innocent saw in this a precedent, not 
to be let slip, for putting in the gift of the Pontiff in all 
time coming what, after the Papal throne, was the most 
important dignity in the Roman Church.

 John could not but see the danger, and feel the 
humiliation implied in the step taken by Innocent. The See 
of Canterbury was the first seat of dignity and jurisdiction 
in England, the throne excepted. A foreign power had 
appointed one to fill that august seat. In an age in which 
the ecclesiastical was a more formidable authority than the 
temporal, this was an alarming encroachment on the royal 
prerogative and the nation’s independence. Why should the 
Pope be content to appoint to the See of Canterbury? Why 
should he not also appoint to the throne, the one other seat 
in the realm that rose above it? The king protested with 
many oaths that the Pope’s nominee should never sit in the 
archiepiscopal chair. He waxed bold for the moment, and 
began the battle as if he meant to win it. He turned the 
canons of Canterbury out of doors, ordered all the prelates 

*Official seat or jurisdiction of a bishop
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and abbots to leave the kingdom, and bade defiance to 
the Pope. It was not difficult to foresee what would be the 
end of a conflict carried on by the weakest of England’s 
monarchs, against the haughtiest and most powerful of 
Rome’s Popes. The Pontiff smote England with interdict;8 
the king had offended, and the whole nation must be 
punished along with him. Before we can realize the terrors 
of such a sentence, we must forget all that the past three 
centuries have taught us, and surrender our imaginations 
to the superstitious beliefs which armed the interdict with 
its tremendous power. 

 The men of those times, on whom this doom 
fell, saw the gates of heaven locked by the strong hand 
of the Pontiff, so that none might enter who came from 
the unhappy realm lying under the Papal ban. All who 
departed this life must wander forlorn as disembodied 
ghosts in some doleful region, amid unknown sufferings, 
till it should please him who carried the keys to open 
the closed gates. As the earthly picture of this spiritual 
doom, all the symbols of grace and all the ordinances of 
religion were suspended. The church-doors were closed; 
the lights at the altar were extinguished; the bells ceased to 
be rung; the crosses and images were taken down and laid 
on the ground; infants were baptized in the churchporch; 
marriages were celebrated in the church-yard; the dead 
were buried in ditches or in the open fields. No one durst 
rejoice, or eat flesh, or shave his beard, or pay any decent 
attention to his person or apparel. It was meet that only 
signs of distress and mourning and woe should be visible 
throughout a land over which there rested the wrath of the 
Almighty; for so did men account the ban of the Pontiff.

 King John braved this state of matters for two whole 
years. But Pope Innocent was not to be turned from his 
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purpose; he resolved to visit and bow the obstinacy of the 
monarch by a yet more terrible infliction. He pronounced 
sentence of excommunication upon John, deposing him 
from his throne, and absolving his subjects from allegiance. 
To carry out this sentence it needed an armed force, and 
Innocent, casting his eyes around him, fixed on Philip 
Augustus, King of France, as the most suitable person 
to deal the blow on John, offering him the Kingdom of 
England for his pains. It was not the interest of Philip 
to undertake such an enterprise, for the same boundless 
and uncontrollable power which was tumbling the King 
of England from his throne might the next day, on some 
ghostly pretence or other, hurl King Philip Augustus from 
his. But the prize was a tempting one, and the monarch of 
France, collecting a mighty armament, prepared to cross 
the Channel and invade England.9 

 When King John saw the brink on which he stood, 
his courage or obstinacy forsook him. He craved an 
interview with Pandulf, the Pope’s legate, and after a short 
conference, he promised to submit himself unreservedly 
to the Papal See. Besides engaging to make full restitution 
to the clergy for the losses they had suffered, he “resigned 
England and Ireland to God, to St. Peter, and St. Paul, and 
to Pope Innocent, and to his successors in the apostolic 
chair; he agreed to hold these dominions as feudatory of 
the Church of Rome by the annual payment of a thousand 
marks; and he stipulated that if he or his successors should 
ever presume to revoke or infringe this charter, they 
should instantly, except upon admonition they repented 
of their offence, forfeit all right to their dominions.” The 
transaction was finished by the king doing homage to 
Pandulf, as the Pope’s legate, with all the submissive rites 
which the feudal law required of vassals* before their liege 

*Enslaved person
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lord and superior. Taking off his crown, it is said, John laid 
it on the ground; and the legate, to show the mightiness 
of his master, spurning it with his foot, kicked it about 
like a worthless bauble*; and then, picking it out of the 
dust, placed it on the craven head of the monarch. This 
transaction took place on the 15th May, 1213. There is no 
moment of profounder humiliation than this in the annals 
of England.10

 But the barons were resolved not to be the slaves 
of a Pope; their intrepidity** and patriotism wiped off the 
ineffable*** disgrace which the baseness of the monarch 
had inflicted on the country. Unsheathing their swords, they 
vowed to maintain the ancient liberties of England, or die 
in the attempt. Appearing before the king at Oxford, April, 
1215, “here,” said they, “is the charter which consecrates 
the liberties confirmed by Henry II., and which you also 
have solemnly sworn to observe.” The king stormed. “I will 
not,” said he, “grant you liberties which would make me a 
slave.” John forgot that he had already become a slave. But 
the barons were not to be daunted by haughty words which 
the king had no power to maintain: he was odious to the 
whole nation; and on the 15th of June, 1215, John signed the 
Magna Charta at Runnymede.11 This was in effect to tell 
Innocent that he revoked his vow of vassalage, and took 
back the kingdom which he had laid at his feet.

 When tidings were carried to Rome of what John 
had done, the ire of Innocent III. was kindled to the 
uttermost. That he, the vicar of God, who held all the 
crowns of Christendom in his hand, and stood with his 
foot planted upon all its kingdoms, should be so affronted 
and so defied, was not to be borne! Was he not the feudal 
lord of the kingdom? was not England rightfully his? had it 
not been laid at his feet by a deed and covenant solemnly 

*Showy trifle, trinket                                                 ***inexpressable 
**Boldness, bravery                                
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ratified? Who were these wretched barons, that they should 
withstand the Pontifical will, and place the independence 
of their country above the glory of the Church? Innocent 
instantly launched an anathema* against these impious 
and rebellious men, at the same time inhibiting the king 
from carrying out the provisions of the Charter which he 
had signed, or in any way fulfilling its stipulations.12 

 But Innocent went still farther. In the exercise of 
that singular prescience which belongs to that system by 
which this truculent** holder of the tiara was so thoroughly 
inspired, and of which he was so perfect an embodiment, he 
divined the true nature of the transaction at Runnymede. 
Magna Charta was a great political protest against himself 
and his system. It inaugurated an order of political ideas, 
and a class of political rights, entirely antagonistic to the 
fundamental principles and claims of the Papacy. Magna 
Charta was constitutional liberty standing up before the 
face of the Papal absolutism, and throwing down the gage 
of battle to it. Innocent felt that he must grapple now 
with this hateful and monstrous birth, and strangle it in 
its cradle; otherwise, should he wait till it was grown, it 
might be too strong for him to crush. Already it had reft*** 
away from him one of the fairest of those realms which he 
had made dependent upon the tiara; its assaults on the 
Papal prerogative would not end here; he must trample 
it down before its insolence had grown by success, and 
other kingdoms and their rulers, inoculated with the 
impiety of these audacious barons, had begun to imitate 
their example. Accordingly, fulminating**** a bull from the 
plenitude of his apostolic power, and from the authority 
of his commission, as set by God over the kingdoms “to 
pluck up and destroy, to build and to plant,” he annulled 
and abrogated the Charter, declaring all its obligations and 

*Excommunication, accursed                                                ***Robbed
**Fierce, cruel, savage                        ****Expressing strong disapproval
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guarantees void.13

 In the signing of the Great Charter we see a new 
force coming into the field, to make war against that tyranny 
which first corrupted the souls of men before it enslaved 
their bodies. The divine or evangelic element came first, 
political liberty came after. The former is the true nurse of 
the latter; for in no country can liberty endure and ripen 
its fruits where it has not had its beginning in the moral 
part of man. Innocent was already contending against the 
evangelical principle in the crusades against the Albigenses 
in the south of France, and now there appeared, among 
the hardy nations of the North, another antagonist, the 
product of the first, that had come to strengthen the battle 
against a Power, which from its seat on the Seven Hills was 
absorbing all rights and enslaving all nations. 

 The bold attitude of the barons saved the 
independence of the nation. Innocent went to the grave; 
feebler men succeeded him in the Pontifical chair; the 
Kings of England mounted the throne without taking the 
oath of fealty* to the Pope, although they continued to 
transmit, year by year, the thousand marks which John had 
agreed to pay into the Papal treasury. At last, in the reign 
of Edward II., this annual payment was quietly dropped. 
No remonstrance** against its discontinuance came from 
Rome.

 But in 1365, after the payment of the thousand marks 
had been intermitted for thirty-five years, it was suddenly 
demanded by Pope Urban V. The demand was accompanied 
with an intimation that should the king, Edward III., fail 
to make payment, not only of the annual tribute, but of 
all arrears***, he would be summoned to Rome to answer 
before his liege lord, the Pope, for contumacy****. This was 
in effect to say to England, “Prostrate yourself a second 

*Loyalty to a lord                                                     ***Overdue debts
**Protest or objection                       ****Stubborn resistance to authority
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time before the Pontifical chair.” The England of Edward 
III. was not the England of King John; and this demand, 
as unexpected as it was insulting, stirred the nation to 
its depths. During the century which had elapsed since 
the Great Charter was signed, England’s growth in all the 
elements of greatness had been marvellously rapid. She 
had fused Norman and Saxon into one people; she had 
formed her language; she had extended her commerce; she 
had reformed her laws; she had founded seats of learning, 
which had already become renowned; she had fought great 
battles and won brilliant victories; her valour was felt and 
her power feared by the Continental nations; and when this 
summons to do homage as a vassal of the Pope was heard, 
the nation hardly knew whether to meet it with indignation 
or with derision.

 What made the folly of Urban in making such a 
demand the more conspicuous, was the fact that the political 
battle against the Papacy had been gradually strengthening 
since the era of Magna Charta. Several stringent Acts had 
been passed with the view of vindicating the majesty of the 
law, and of guarding the property of the nation and the 
liberties of the subject against the persistent and ambitious 
encroachments of Rome. Nor were these Acts unneeded. 
Swarm after swarm of aliens, chiefly Italians, had invaded 
the kingdom, and were devouring its substance and 
subverting its laws. Foreign ecclesiastics were nominated 
by the Pope to rich livings in England; and, although they 
neither resided in the country nor performed any duty in 
it, they received the revenues of their English livings, and 
expended them abroad. For instance, in the sixteenth year 
of Edward III., two Italian cardinals were named to two 
vacancies in the dioceses of Canterbury and York, worth 
annually 2,000 marks. “The first-fruits and reservations of 
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the Pope,” said the men of those times, “are more hurtful 
to the realm than all the king’s wars.”14 In a Parliament held 
in London in 1246, we find it complained of, among other 
grievances, that “the Pope, not content with Peter’s pence, 
oppressed the kingdom by extorting from the clergy great 
contributions without the king’s consent; that the English 
were forced to prosecute their rights out of the kingdom, 
against the customs and written laws thereof; that oaths, 
statutes, and privileges were enervated*; and that in the 
parishes where the Italians were beneficed, there were no 
alms, no hospitality, no preaching, no divine service, no 
care of souls, nor any reparations done to the parsonage 
houses.”15

 A worldly dominion cannot stand without revenues. 
The ambition and the theology of Rome went hand in hand, 
and supported one another. Not an article was there in her 
creed, not a ceremony in her worship, not a department in 
her government, that did not tend to advance her power 
and increase her gain. Her dogmas, rites, and orders were 
so many pretexts for exacting money. Images, purgatory, 
relics, pilgrimages, indulgences, jubilees, canonisations, 
miracles, masses, were but taxes under another name. Tithes, 
annats, investitures, appeals, reservations, expectatives, 
bulls**, and briefs were so many drains for conveying the 
substance of the nations of Christendom to Rome. Every 
new saint cost the country of his birth 100,000 crowns. A 
consecrated pall for an English archbishop was bought for 
£1,200. In the year 1250, Walter Gray, Archbishop of York, 
paid £10,000 for that mystic ornament, without which he 
might not presume to call councils, make chrism, dedicate 
churches, or ordain bishops and clerks. According to the 
present value of money, the price of this trifle may amount to 
£100,000. With good reason might the Carmelite, Baptista 

*To deprive of strength or force
**Official document from the Pope
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Mantuan, say, “If Rome gives anything, it is trifles only. 
She takes your gold, but gives nothing more solid in return 
than words. Alas! Rome is governed only by money.”16

 These and similar usurpations were rapidly 
converting the English soil into an Italian glebe. The land 
was tilled that it might feed foreign monks, and Englishmen 
were becoming hewers of wood and drawers of water to 
the Roman hierarchy. If the cardinals of Rome must have 
sumptuous banquets, and purple robes, and other and 
more questionable delights, it is not we, said the English 
people, that ought to be fleeced to furnish these things; we 
demand that a stop be put to this ruinous game before we 
are utterly beggared by it.17 To remedy these grievances, 
now become intolerable, a series of enactments were 
passed by Parliament. In the twentieth year of Edward’s 
reign, all alien monks were ordered to depart the kingdom 
by Michaelmas, and their livings were given to English 
scholars.18 By another Act, the revenues of all livings held 
by foreign ecclesiastics, cardinals, and others, were given 
to the king during their lives.19 It was further enacted—
and the statute shows the extraordinary length to which 
the abuse had gone—“that all such alien enemies as be 
advanced to livings here in England (being in their own 
country shoemakers, tailors, or chamberlains to cardinals) 
should depart before Michaelmas, and their livings be 
disposed to poor English scholars.”20 The payment of the 
2,000 marks to the two cardinals already mentioned was 
stopped. It was “enacted further, that no Englishman should 
bring into the realm, to any bishop, or other, any bull, or 
any other letters from Rome, or any alien, unless he show 
the same to the Chancellor or Warden of the Cinque Ports, 
upon loss of all he hath.”21 One person, not having the fear 
of this statute before his eyes, ventured to bring a Papal 
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bull into England; but he had nearly paid the forfeit of his 
life for his rashness; he was condemned to the gallows, and 
would have been hanged but for the intercession of the 
Chancellor.22

 We can hardly wonder at the popular indignation 
against these abuses, when we think of the host of evils 
they brought in their train. The power of the king was 
weakened, the jurisdiction of the tribunals was invaded, 
and the exchequer* was impoverished. It was computed 
that the tax paid to the Pope for ecclesiastical dignities 
was five-fold that paid to the king from the whole realm.23 
And, further, as the consequence of this transportation to 
other countries of the treasure of the nation, learning and 
the arts were discouraged, hospitals were falling into decay, 
the churches were becoming dilapidated, public worship 
was neglected, the lands were falling out of tillage, and to 
this cause the Parliament attributed the frequent famines 
and plagues that had of late visited the country, and which 
had resulted in a partial depopulation of England. 

 Two statutes in particular were passed during this 
period to set bounds to the Papal usurpations; these were 
the well-known and famous statutes of Provisors and 
Praemunire**. The first declared it illegal to procure any 
presentations to any benefice from the Court of Rome, or 
to accept any living otherwise than as the law directed 
through the chapters and ordinary electors. All such 
appointments were to be void, the parties concerned in 
them were to be punished with fine and imprisonment, 
and no appeal was allowed beyond the king’s court. The 
second statute, which came three years afterwards, forbade 
all appeals on questions of property from the English 
tribunals to the courts at Rome, under pain of confiscation 
of goods and imprisonment during the king’s pleasure.24 

*National treasury, funds, finances
**Charge of offense against the obedience of other authority than the crown.
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Such appeals had become very common, but a stop was 
now put to them by the vigorous application of the statute; 
but the law against foreign nominations to benefices it 
was not so easy to enforce, and the enactment, although it 
abated, did not abolish the abuse.
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— Chapter 3 —

Battle with Rome for 
England's Independence

 

WHEN England began to resist the Papacy it 
began to grow in power and wealth. Loosening 
its neck from the yoke of Rome, it lifted up its 

head proudly among the nations. Innocent III., crowning 
a series of usurpations by the submission of King John—
an act of baseness that stands alone in the annals of 
England—had sustained himself master of the kingdom. 
But the great Pontiff was bidden, somewhat gruffly, to stand 
off. The Northern nobles, who knew little about theology, 
but cared a great deal for independence, would be masters 
in their own isle, and they let the haughty wearer of the 
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tiara know this when they framed Magna Charta. Turning 
to King John they told him, in effect, that if he was to be 
the slave of an Italian priest, he could not be the master 
of Norman barons. The tide once turned continued to 
flow; the two famous statutes of Provisors and Praemunire 
were enacted. These were a sort of double breast-work: 
the first was meant to keep out the flood of usurpations 
that was setting in from Rome upon England; and the 
second was intended to close the door against the tithes, 
revenues, appeals, and obedience, which were flowing in 
an ever-augmenting stream from England to the Vatican. 
Great Britain never performed an act of resistance to the 
Papacy but there came along with it a quickening of her 
own energies and a strengthening of her liberty. So was it 
now; her soul began to bound upwards.

 This was the moment chosen by Urban V. to advance 
his insolent demand. How often have Popes failed to read 
the signs of the times! Urban had signally failed to do so. 
The nation, though still submitting to the spiritual burdens 
of Rome, was becoming restive* under her supremacy and 
pecuniary** exactions. The Parliament had entered on 
a course of legislation to set bounds to these avaricious 
encroachments. The king too was getting sore at this 
“defacing of the ancient laws, and spoiling of his crown,” 
and with the laurels of Crecy on his brow, he was in no 
mood for repairing to Rome as Urban commanded, and 
paying down a thousand marks for permission to wear the 
crown which he was so well able to defend with his sword. 
Edward assembled his Parliament in 1366, and, laying the 
Pope’s letter before it, bade it take counsel and say what 
answer should be returned.

 “Give us,” said the estates of the realm, “a day to 
think over the matter.”1 The king willingly granted them 

*Unruly, nervous under restraint
**Involving money
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that space of time. They assembled again on the morrow—
prelates, lords, and commons. Shall England, now 
becoming mistress of the seas, bow at the feet of the Pope? 
It is a great crisis! We eagerly scan the faces of the council, 
for the future of England hangs on its resolve. Shall the 
nation retrograde to the days of John, or shall it go forward 
to even higher glory than it has achieved under Edward? 
Wycliffe was present on that occasion, and has preserved 
a summary of the speeches. The record is interesting, as 
perhaps the earliest reported debate in Parliament, and still 
more interesting from the gravity of the issues depending 
thereon.2 

 A military baron is the first to rise. “The Kingdom 
of England,” said he, opening the debate, “was won by the 
sword, and by that sword has been defended. Let the Pope 
then gird on his sword, and come and try to exact this 
tribute by force, and I for one am ready to resist him.” This 
is not spoken like an obedient son of the Church, but all the 
more a real subject of England. Scarcely more encouraging 
to the supporters of the Papal claim was the speech of the 
second baron. “He only,” said he, “is entitled to secular 
tribute who legitimately exercises secular rule, and is able 
to give secular protection. The Pope cannot legitimately do 
either; he is a minister of the Gospel, not a temporal ruler. 
His duty is to give ghostly counsel, not corporal protection. 
Let us seethat he abide within the limits of his spiritual 
office, where we shall obey him; but if he shall choose to 
transgress these limits, he must take the consequences.” 
“The Pope,” said a third, following in the line of the second 
speaker, “calls himself the servant of the servants of God. 
Very well: he can claim recompense only for service done. 
But where are the services which he renders to this land? 
Does he minister to us in spirituals? Does he help us in 
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temporals? Does he not rather greedily drain our treasures, 
and often for the benefit of our enemies? I give my voice 
against this tribute.”

 “On what grounds was this tribute originally 
demanded?” asked another. “Was it not forabsolving King 
John, and relieving the kingdom from interdict? But to 
bestow spiritual benefits for money is sheer simony*; it is a 
piece of ecclesiastical swindling. Let the lords spiritual and 
temporal wash their hands of a transaction so disgraceful. 
But if it is as feudal superior of the kingdom that the Pope 
demands this tribute, why ask a thousand marks? why 
not ask the throne, the soil, the people of England? If his 
title be good for these thousand marks, it is good for a 
great deal more. The Pope, on the same principle, may 
declare the throne vacant, and fill it with whomsoever he 
pleases.” “Pope Urban tells us”—so spoke another—“that 
all kingdoms are Christ’s, and that he as His vicar holds 
England for Christ; but as the Pope is peccable, and may 
abuse his trust, it appears to me that it were better that we 
should hold our land directly and alone of Christ.” “Let 
us,” said the last speaker, “go at once to the root of this 
matter. King John had no right to gift away the Kingdom 
of England without the consent of the nation. That consent 
was never given. The golden seal of the king, and the seals 
of the few nobles whom John persuaded or coerced to join 
him in this transaction, do not constitute the national 
consent. If John gifted his subjects to Innocent like so many 
chattels, Innocent may come and take his property if he 
can. We the people of England had no voice in the matter; 
we hold the bargain null and void from the beginning.”3

 So spake the Parliament of Edward III. Not a voice 
was raised in support of the arrogant demand of Urban. 
Prelate, baron, and commoner united in repudiating it as 

*Buying or selling of sacraments
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insulting to England; and these men expressed themselves 
in that plain, brief, and pithy language which betokens 
deep conviction as well as determined resolution. If need 
were, these bold words would be followed by deeds equally 
bold. The hands of the barons were on the hilts of their 
swords as they uttered them. They were, in the first place, 
subjects of England; and, in the second place, members 
of the Church of Rome. The Pope accounts no one a 
good Catholic who does not reverse this order and put his 
spiritual above his temporal allegiance—his Church before 
his country. This firm attitude of the Parliament put an 
end to the matter. The question which Urban had really 
raised was this, and nothing less than this: Shall the Pope 
or the king be sovereign of England? The answer of the 
Parliament was, “Not the Pope, but the king;” and from 
that hour the claim of the former was not again advanced, 
at least in explicit terms.

 The decision at which the Parliament arrived 
was unanimous. It reproduced in brief compass both the 
argument and spirit of the speeches. Few such replies 
were in those days carried to the foot of the Papal throne. 
“Forasmuch”— so ran the decision of the three estates 
of the realm—“as neither King John, nor any other king, 
could bring his realm and kingdom into such thraldom* 
and subjection but by common assent of Parliament, the 
which was not given, therefore that which he did was against 
his oath at his coronation, besides many other causes. If, 
therefore, the Pope should attempt anything against the 
king by process, or other matters in deed, the king, with all 
his subjects, should, with all their force and power, resist 
the same.”4

 Thus far had England, in the middle of the fourteenth 
century, advanced on the road to the Reformation. The 

*Being dominated or enslaved
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estates of the realm had unanimously repudiated one of 
the two great branches of the Papacy. The dogma of the 
vicarship binds up the spiritual and the temporal in one 
anomalous jurisdiction. England had denied the latter; and 
this was a step towards questioning, and finally repudiating, 
the former. It was quite natural that the nation should 
first discover the falsity of the temporal supremacy, before 
seeing the equal falsity of the spiritual. Urban had put the 
matter in a light in which no one could possibly mistake it. 
In demanding payment of a thousand marks annually, he 
translated, as we say, the theory of the temporal supremacy 
into a palpable fact. The theory might have passed a little 
longer without question, had it not been put into this 
ungracious form. The halo which encompassed the Papal 
fabric during the Middle Ages began to wane, and men 
took courage to criticize a system whose immense prestige 
had blinded them hitherto. Such was the state of mind 
in which we now find the English nation. It betokened a 
reformation at no very great distance.

 But largely, indeed mainly, had Wycliffe contributed 
to bring about this state of feeling in England. He had 
been the teacher of the barons and commons. He had 
propounded these doctrines from his chair in Oxford before 
they were proclaimed by the assembled estates of the realm. 
But for the spirit and views with which he had been quietly 
leavening the nation, the demand of Urban might have met 
a different reception. It would not, we believe, have been 
complied with; the position England had now attained in 
Europe, and the deference paid her by foreign nations, 
would have made submission impossible; but without 
Wycliffe the resistance would not have been placed on so 
intelligible a ground, nor would it have been urged with so 
resolute a patriotism. The firm attitude assumed effectually 
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extinguished the hopes of the Vatican, and rid England 
ever after of all such imitating and insolent demands. 

 That Wycliffe’s position in this controversy was 
already a prominent one, and that the sentiments expressed 
in Parliament were but the echo of his teachings in Oxford, 
are attested by an event which now took place. The Pope 
found a supporter in England, though not in Parliament. 
A monk, whose name has not come down to us, stood 
forward to demonstrate the righteousness of the claim of 
Urban V. This controversialist laid down the fundamental 
proposition that, as vicar of Christ, the Pope is the feudal 
superior of monarchs, and the lord paramount of their 
kingdoms. Thence he deduced the following conclusions:— 
that all sovereigns owe him obedience and tribute; that 
vassalage was specially due from the English monarch in 
consequence of the surrender of the kingdom to the Pope 
by John; that Edward had clearly forfeited his throne by 
the non-payment of the annual tribute; and, in fine, that 
all ecclesiastics, regulars and seculars, were exempt from 
the civil jurisdiction, and under no obligation to obey the 
citation or answer before the tribunal of the magistrate. 
Singling out Wycliffe by name, the monk challenged him to 
disprove the propositions he had advanced.

 Wycliffe took up the challenge which had been 
thrown down to him. The task was one which involved 
tremendous hazard; not because Wycliffe’s logic was weak, 
or his opponent’s unanswerable; but because the power 
which he attacked could ill brook to have its foundations 
searched out, and its hollowness exposed, and because 
the more completely Wycliffe should triumph, the more 
probable was it that he would feel the heavy displeasure 
of the enemy against whom he did battle. He had a cause 
pending in the Vatican at that very moment, and if he 
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vanquished the Pope in England, how easy would it be for 
the Pope to vanquish him at Rome! Wycliffe did not conceal 
from himself this and other greater perils; nevertheless, 
he stepped down into the arena. In opening the debate, 
he styles himself “the king’s peculiar clerk,”5 from which 
we infer that the royal eye had already lighted upon him, 
attracted by his erudition and talents, and that one of the 
royal chaplaincies had been conferred upon him.

 The controversy was conducted on Wycliffe’s side 
with great moderation. He contents himself with stating 
the grounds of objection to the temporal power, rather than 
working out the argument and pressing it home. These 
are—the natural rights of men, the laws of the realm of 
England, and the precepts of Holy Writ. “Already,” he says, 
“a third and more of England is in the hands of the Pope. 
There cannot,” he argues, “be two temporal sovereigns 
in one country; either Edward is king or Urban is king. 
We make our choice. We accept Edward of England and 
refuse Urban of Rome.” Then he falls back on the debate in 
Parliament, and presents a summary of the speeches of the 
spiritual and temporal lords.6 Thus far Wycliffe puts the 
estates of the realm in the front, and covers himself with 
the shield of their authority: but doubtless the sentiments 
are his; the stamp of his individuality and genius is plainly 
to be seen upon them. From his bow was the arrow shot by 
which the temporal power of the Papacy in England was 
wounded. If his courage was shown in not declining the 
battle, his prudence and wisdom were equally conspicuous 
in the manner in which he conducted it. It was the affair of 
the king and of the nation, and not his merely; and it was 
masterly tactics to put it so as that it might be seen to be 
no contemptible quarrel between an unknown monk and 
an Oxford doctor, but a controversy between the King of 
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England and the Pontiff of Rome.7

 And the service now rendered by Wycliffe was great. 
The eyes of all the European nations were at that moment 
on England, watching with no little anxiety the issue of the 
conflict which she was then waging with a power that sought 
to reduce the whole earth to vassalage. If England should 
bow herself before the Papal chair, and the victor of Crecy do 
homage to Urban for his crown, what monarch could hope 
to stand erect, and what nation could expect to rescue its 
independence from the grasp of the tiara? The submission 
of England would bring such an accession of prestige and 
strength to the Papacy, that the days of Innocent III. would 
return, and a tempest of excommunications and interdicts 
would again lower over every throne, and darken the sky of 
every kingdom, as during the reign of the mightiest of the 
Papal chiefs. The crisis was truly a great one. It was now to 
be seen whether the tide was to advance or to go back. The 
decision of England determined that the waters of Papal 
tyranny should henceforth recede, and every nation hailed 
the result with joy as a victory won for itself. To England 
the benefits which accrued from this conflict were lasting 
as well as great. The fruits reaped from the great battles 
of Crecy and Poitiers have long since disappeared; but as 
regards this victory won over Urban V., England is enjoying 
at this very hour the benefits which resulted from it. But 
it must not be forgotten that, though Edward III. and his 
Parliament occupied the foreground, the real champion in 
this battle was Wycliffe.8

 It is hardly necessary to say that Wycliffe was 
nonsuited at Rome. His wardenship of Canterbury Hall, 
to which he was appointed by the founder, and from 
which he had been extruded by Archbishop Langham, 
was finally lost. His appeal to the Pope was made in 1367; 
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but a long delay took place, and it was not till 1370 that 
the judgment of the court of Rome was pronounced, 
ratifying his extrusion*, and putting Langham’s monks in 
sole possession of Canterbury College. Wycliffe had lost 
his wardenship, but he had largely contributed to save the 
independence of his country. In winning this fight he had 
done more for it than if he had conquered on many battle-
fields. He had yet greater services to render to England, 
and yet greater penalties to pay for his patriotism. Soon 
after this he took his degree of Doctor in Divinity—a 
distinction more rare in those days than in ours; and the 
chair of theology, to which he was now raised, extended the 
circle of his influence, and paved the way for the fulfilment 
of his great mission. From this time Wycliffe began to be 
regarded as the centre of a new age.

ENDNOTES

1. Fox, Acts and Mon., vol. 1, p. 552.
2. Lechler makes the bold supposition that Wycliffe was a member 
of this Parliament. He founds it upon a passage in Wycliffe’s trea-
tise, The Church, to the effect that the Bishop of Rochester told him 
(Wycliffe) in public Parliament, with great vehemence, that conclu-
sions were condemned by the Roman Curia. He thinks it probable 
from this that the Reformer had at one time been in Parliament. 
(Lechler, Johann von Wiclif, vol. 1, p. 332.)
3. These speeches are reported by Wycliffe in a treatise preserved in 
the Selden MSS., and printed by the Rev. John Lewis in his Life of 
Wiclif, App. No. 30, p. 349; Oxford, 1820.
4. Fox, Acts and Mon., vol. 1, p. 552. Lewis, Life of Wiclif, p. 19. 
Vaughan, Life of John de Wycliffe, vol 1, p. 266; Lond., 1828.
5. “But inasmuch as I am the king’s peculiar clerk [peculiaris regis 
clericus], I the more willingly undertake the office of defending and 
counselling that the king exercises his just rule in the realm of Eng-
land when he refuses tribute to the Roman Pontiff.” (Codd. MSS. Joh. 
Seldeni; Lewis, Life of Wiclif, Appendix, No. 30.)
6. The same from which we have already quoted.
7. See Wycliffe’s Tractate, which Lewis gives in his Appendix, Life of 

*Forcing out as through a small opening
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Wiclif, p. 349.
8. Wycliffe had pioneers who contested the temporal power of the 
Pope. One of these, we have already seen, was Arnold of Brescia. 
Nearer home he had two notable precursors: the first, Marsilius 
Patavinus, who in his work, Defensor Pacis, written in defence of the 
Emperor Lewis, excommunicated by Clement VI., maintains that 
“the Pope hath no superiority above other bishops, much less above 
the king” (Fox, Acts and Mon., vol. 1, p. 509); and the second, Wil-
liam Occam, in England, also a strenuous opponent of the tempo-
ral power. See his eight propositions on the temporal power of the 
Papacy, in Fox.


