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there almost the whole strength of the town died, struck, as it were,
by sudden death; for there were few who kept their beds more than
three days, or two days, or half a day; and after thisvthe fell death
broke forth on every side with the course of the sun, There died at
Leicester in the small parish of St. Leonard more than 300; in the
parish of Holy Cross, more than 400; in the parish of St. Margaret of
Leicester more than 700; and so in each parish a great number." 30
Fifty thousand bodies were buried in the churchyard which Sir Walter

Manny had purchased for the use of the poor. 31

While we cannot easily conceilve what must have been the full
effect of such wholesale destruction, we know, at least, that not only
were whole families wiped out, but whole parishes and towns were exter-
minated, 32 Nowhere were the churchyards large enough. while
exaggeration in figures is simple enough, a mental overestimation of

the horror and the pathos caused by the Black Death is impossible.

30. Cheyney, Reading In English History, p. 255 quotes Henry Knighton's
account of the Black Death in full.

31. Hume, History of zngland, Vol. II, p. 107.

32. Nohl, The Black Death, p. 17; "Two hundred thousand market towns
and villages in Furope were completely depopulated."




III

"THE MCRNING STAR OF THX REFORMATION®

The Black Death had caused a period of gloom., All insti-
tutions were in a process of decay; all the evil social, religious
and economic effects which the Black Death had caused in cne generation
continued on into the next. On the surface everything looked black,
Undoubtedly many of the people of that day could see no hope for their
world. Nor did the disturbance caused by the "reactioneries™ of the
day help to bring their world back to the "golden days", as they knew
them before the plague. "Only in the light of later history do we
perceive in full light that the age of Wycliffe holds a great place
in the progress in our country (Zngland), that its efforts were not
futile and that its great men did not live in vain.n 33 An Oxford
professor describes liycliffe as "not only the greatest figure in
Oxford history, but along with Chaucer, Shakespeare, and Uilton, as
one of the four men who have produced the greatest effect on the
Bnglish language and literature, and still further as wholly
unapproached in the entire history of England for his effect on our

BEnglish theology and religious life." 3k

Unfortunately the details of the early life and works of John
liycliffe are obscure and scanty., Unlike the works of Luther, whose

perscnality radiates from his writings, the works of Wycliffe contain

33. Trevelyan, Xngland in the Age of Wycliffe, p. 2.
34. Beckett, The 1ish Reformation of the Sixteanth Cent

p. 62, quoted from iontagu Burrows; "iiclif's Place in History,"
Pe 4.
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little self-revelation., 35 He was born near the end of the first
quarter of the fourteenth century. The year of his birth is usually
given as 1324, on the assumption that he was sixty at the time of his
death in 1384. Even the place of his birth is debated, but it is
generally accepted that he was born in Yorkshire. 36 Upon his father's
death in 1353 the Reformer undoubtedly succeeded him as the proprietor
of the family manor whose overlord was John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster,

since 1342. This is a significant fact in view of the later relation
37

between the Duke and the Heformer.

Confusion with another John Wycliffe, as it would seem, a namesake
of the Reformer, has made it difficult to trace with precision the

latter's career at Oxford. Three cof the then existing colleges and

a hall have claimed him as an inmate. 28 But historians are in

disagreement as to who the Reformer was and who the namesake.

Although the public work of Wycliffe did not extend over twenty

years, his training was long and thorough. Years of quiet, persistent

35. Mackinnon, Origin of the Reformation, p. 124.

36, Cambridge Medieval History, p. 486: "Leland in his Collectonea
mentions Wiclif, a north - Yorkshire village, as the place
'unde Jigelif haereticus originem duxit'. In his Itinerary he says,
'Jyelif was born at Hipswell, some miles to the south - east.!
The contradiction 1s apparent only. One note mentions the seat
of the family, the other records the birth of an individual. For

a half century before his birth his family had some local importance,

holding the advowscn and the manor. lileclif was part of the honour
of Richmond granted to John of Gaunt in 1342, and if (as is possible)
Wiclif himself became Lord of the manor, Gaunt was his overlord for
some thirty years.”

37. Mackinnon, Origin of the Reformation, p.&0.

38, Capes, A History of the English Church, Vol. III, p. 109.
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work spent in study, lecturing, and preaching prepared him for his

later labors, 39

All evidence points to the fact that Vycliffe
began hls university career at Baliol College where he first became
a fellow and then was elected Master of Baliol in 1360. In the
following year he resigned at Baliol and took up his duties at the
rectory of Fillingham in the Lincoln diocese. “9 After another
vear the university petitioned Pope Urban V to "provide" him ancther
living. This was granted in a prebend in the collegiate church of

A During this period of his life, besides

Westoury, near Bristol.
being a pluralist, he was a non-resident priest, For in 1363 he
obtained a five year dispensation from residence at Fillingham, which
was then renewed for two years that he "might continue his studies at
(Oxford". He appears to have neglected even getting a dispensation
for his absence from his prebend at Westbury. It is interesting that
during this period of his life he had no scruples about these abuses
which he later condemned so venemently. a2 In 1368, in order that

he might better attend to his duties at the university, he exchanged
his living at Fillingham for thnat of Ludgershall in Buchinghamshire,

h3 Two years later, in 1370, he

about fifteen miles from Oxford.
received his Doctor of Divinity. ‘hen Edward III presented him with
the rectory of Lutterworth in Leicestershire in the year 1374, he again

changed his living. This parish remained his until his death in 1384.

39. Beckett, op. git., p. 65.
L0, Mackinnon, op. cit., p. 80.

41. Ibid.
L2. Ibid.

43, Hore, History of the English Church, p. 1&8.
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During the various stages of his career as student and lecturer
in the flelds of arts and divinity, Wycliffe acquired a great reputa-
tion, His later works proved him toc be a master of scholastic
philosophy and theology. Even an enemy like Knighton had to admit that
Wyeliffe was the "most eminent doctor of theology of those days. 1In
philosophy he was second to none, in scholastic learning incomparable." bl
According to one of his followers, W. Thrope, Wycliffe was "in body
spare, frail, and emaciated, in conversation most innocent," that he

was loved by most men in the kingdom.h5

Others say of him: "He was
a man of most simple appearance with bare feet and russet mantle,
As a soldier of Christ, he saw in his Great Master and his apostles

Lo It is evident that he tried

the pattern he was bound to imitate."
to follow this pattern in his reformation. He based his teachings on
Sceripture, which te a2im was so important that he took up the work of

its translation for the benefit of the laity. b7

His eager hatred of
what was wicked compelled him to denounce vehemently whatever he
regarded as such.48 However, he was a lover of humanity, and his

sympathy laid with the common man.

sycliffe's writings are often redundant and tedious to read,
yet they show an alert, subtle, and fertile mind; and that they come

from a man who was an independent thinker and an earnest reformer

L4. Cheyney, Readings in English History, p. 267, Knighton was a

monk of Leicester.

L45. Xackinnon, op. eit., p. 124.

L6, Froude, History of England from the Fall of Wolsey to the Death
of RElizabeth, Vol. II, p. 27.

4L7. Mackinnon, op. eit., p. 124.

48, Trevelyan, Bngland in the Age of Wycliffe, p. 105.
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These characteristics were important, for only a sturdy individualist,
who had courage and force of character, could break through the
traditions in which the age was so steeped to assert himself against
the dominant religious orders and bellefs to bring forth reform.
Mackinnon says of the writings of 7ycliffe: "In spite of his de-
fects as a writer (though the works written in Middle English are
linguistically important), we do not read far in most of his numberous
writings without realising that he is a man with a message for his age,
a man with a very high ideal of the practical religiocus life, and a
Jjust sense of its scandalous decadence. ¥ith the abstraction and
erudition of the scholar he combines the striving of the active

reformer," 49

This is the man, whom God endowed with the strength of character
and able mind to denounce the wickedness in the Church which was
aggravated, not entirely, but to a large extent, by the Black Death.
He had seen such evils in the Church before 1348, but he had also
experienced how the plague produced such conditions as to breed

even greater evils and intensify those already existing.

49. Hackinnon, op. cit., p. 125.




v
A DIVIDED ENGLAND - A THINKING PZEOPLE

A few years after the Black Death the affairs in the English
government were just the opposite of what they had been. Their
strong king, Edward III, had become a mere figure-head, The war
with France had also been suffering reverses. [England found that
she was pouring money into armies which were only losing ground.
The country was ruined by taxation due to the war and her credit

was destroyed by repudiated loans, ¢4

Besides the war with France England had an internal war be-
tween the higher nobility and the parliament. In 1376 the Privy
Council finally summoned the "Good Parliamentt, It is a significant
fact that this Parliament went on record as "first desiring that the
Government should cease to be corrupt, and that the money wrung from
the public at a time of general distress should be honestly spent

for public purposes and not appropriated by small cliques.m 51

On the surface it may sesm that the war with France was the
disturning element which caused these reverses in the government.
However, it was much more deep seated than just the war. An even
greater factor was the effect of the Black Death. As has already

been shown ingland lost almost one half of her population in less

50, Smith, Pre- Reformation Hngland, p. 267.
51. Trevelyan, ingland In The Age of lycliffe, p. 16.
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than two years. Even though it had struck its hardest blow against
the poor, the upper classes had not remained unaffected, ok Many
government officials, who had died as a result of the plague, had

to be replaced. But who was left to replace them? The plague had
not only caused a great loss of life, but it had seriously lowered
the standard of education of the people. A layman who could read
or write was hard to find. The higher, educated clergy were the
natural ones to fill the gaps left by the lay cfficials, but the
infiltration of the clergy into the secular offices also caused much
grief. As early as 1371 parliament had petitioned the king to
exclude all ecclesiastical officials from the great offices of the
state, which they held almost exclusively "as the most able and
learned people of the realm." It was felt, and rightly so, that
temporal ahd state matters ought not be placed on men who should be
absorbed with spiritual duties.53 "The bishops were serving two
masters - GQod and the world," says Trevelyan.SA ¥any of them played
so great a role in politics and so little in ecclesiastical affairs
that their dioceses are forgotten - only the secular offices which

they held are recorded in history. 89

It might not have been soc bad had the chapters of the cathedrals
been allowed to appoint their own bishops. They would have appointed
men whose interest was witn the Church instead of men who mixed

into the affairs of the government, but the pope had his hand in

52, Larned, The New Larned History, Vol. IV, p. 271l.

53, Lord, Beacon Lights of History, Vol. III, p. 405.
54. Trevelyan, ingland in the Age of Wycliffe, p. 110.

55- Ibid. Pe 106-




all appointmehts. 8 As it was, contrary to all Justificaﬁion of
law or reason, the pope claimed Englanq as his property. 57 Nor

was #ngland strong enough to stand alone in complete repudiation of
the most fundamental idea of medieval thought - the supremacy of the
pope.58 ingland itself was not ready for a reformation like that of

Henry VIII.

The whole situation with the Church and the government went
around in a vicious circle. The laity was dissatisfied with the
Church mixing into the affairs of the state, and yet when the corrupt
element in the form of the Duke of Lancaster and his followers enmbered
politics, parliament had to support the ecclesiastical officials to

fight off his corruption.

Zven the laity of England was not united. There was a feeling of
enmity between the higher and lower classes. Many writers believe
that one cause for the gap between the two classes of society was
the fact that many of the ﬂeglthy pecple had fled from the cities
when the Black Death came; while the poor had to remain and suffer
its fiercest attacks. The bitterness against the wealthy because
of their flight from the pestilence was so great that in some towns
of Furope it was rumored that the plague was artificially caused

by the rich. 29

56, Trevelyan, angland in the Age of Wycliffe, p. 108.
57. Lord, op. cit., Vol. III, p. 396.

58, Trevelyan, kngland in the Age of lycliffe, p. 78.
59. Nohl, The Black Death, p. 138.




However, disregarding this unfair prejudice against the rich,
there was even a greater reason for the ill feeling - that of
economic conditions. The Black Death had diminished the population
to such an extent that whole districts were thrown out of cultivation. 60
Although the scourge of the Black Death at first fell heaviest on
the laboring people, later it produced marked improvements in their
social and ecconomic status. Since so many peasants had been swept
away by the plague, labor - whether villein or free - suddenly be-
came more valuable, The peasants could and did force the landlords
to pay almost twice as much for the same work they had done before

61 While the prices of agricultural produce in its raw

tne plague,
form were not materially increased, the cost of rural labor in its
simplest form increased by at least 50 per cent, and the wages of
artisans still more. The spending power of the peasants became

62 On the

larger with no great increase in their living expenses,
other nand, hard times set in for all employers of labor and all who

lived on fixed incomes. Landowners and employers looked upon the

63

sudden rise of prices almost as a violation of the laws of nature.

Since the government sympathized with the distress of the
landlords, an almost immediate result was the attempt to regulate
prices of food and labor. This was the origin of the Labour Statutes,
which on February 9, 1351 fixed a definite tariff of wages for different
6l

occupations.

60, Larned, op. ecit., Vol. IV, p. 2710.

61. Cembridge tedieval History, Vol. VII, p. 463.

62. Capes, A History of the English Church, Vol. III, p. 79.
63. Cambridge Medieval History, Vol. VII, p. 463.

61‘-0 Ibid-, p- Ll'&‘- 0y




llowever, not all the laboring people were willing to abide
by the Labour Statues, Every succeeding parliament passed acts
and more acts, endeavofing to enforce these labor laws. But no
act of parliament could repeal the Black Death or abolish the spirit
of the age. ©5  Gven though the Labour Statutes did control the
rising prices to some extent, their end result was only to add to
the widespread grievance which finally provoked the Peasants Re-

volt. 66

Nothing is more remarkable than the change in the temper
and mental activity of the lower orders during the fourteenth cen-
tury. The saying of the day was: 67

"#hen Adam delved and Eve span,
Who was then the gentleman?"

The peasants and laboring classes had tasted of something good.
The landlords and employers had needed them. lany of the poor
had become wealthy. Exalted by this new order, they were not
willing to go back to their old manner of living, but carried on
68

struggles for freedom.

Furthermore, the Black Deatih had taught them that all men
were equal in the face of death. During ths pestilence the rich,
the nobles, the clergy, the employers died - not as many - but just
the same as the poor. According to Nohl this experience was no

small thing, for '"not only did it shake the foundations of the rigid

65. Trevelyan, History of England, p. 239.
66. Cambridge Medieval History, Vol. VII, p. 464.
67. Cheyney, A Short History of England, p. 236.
68, Trevelyan, History of England, p. 239.




system of mediaeval castes, but produced the consciousness of the
equality of all men before the face of God - that consciousness

which led up to the Reformation.n

Medieval soclety, stereotyped as it was, had been capable of
readjustments, Capital found openings in a new direction, so that
the medieval society would have been transformed gradually, had there
not been a sudden rupture with the past. But circumstances had
combined to make this impossible. Society and its institutions
suffered an especially hard blow from the terrible pestilence.

Since the shock of the Black Death was so great that England recovered
only gradually. When it did recover, the old institutions were no
longer suitable to the changed requirements of the tima.70 For one
thing the old manorial system of tilling the soil was fast disappear-
ing. More and more the peasants were becoming free men who worked

as hired laborers. These free laborers attempted to ignore the

laws fixing their wages, and conducted strikes that were frequent,

but not always successful. Those who had no land of their own

often emigrated to towns or manors where their illegal demands were
T

accepted.

The idea of personal freedom was brought to the peasant by
commutation for economic reasons. But once this idea was awakened,
it was immediately discovered to be in accord with the teachings of

Christianity. Complete slavery had long been opposed by the Church,

70. Cambridge Modern History, Vol. I, p. 500.
71. Trevelyan, History of England, p. 239.




but the abbots and bishops wno held manors all over the country
had not yet seen any incompatibility between Christianity and the
status of the villein.’? The bishops and abbots were in too many
cases devoid of Christian brotherhood and Christian justice where
their own property was concerned.73 The peasants also began to
see that the common origin of man from Adam and ive was a very real
and valid argument against the hereditary serfdom. Without the
possibility of proof, it seems that this inconsistency on the part
of the Church made the people a little more skeptical of accepting

the old traditions and institutions so blindly.

Formerly the monasteries were schools of learning. Here
manuscripts were copied, and beautiful illustrations were done.
The monks and monasteries had been useful to society. However,
in the latter part of the fourteenth century the monasteries
deteriorated and were no longer useful, but were a nuisance to

4

society.

All these things had an important effect on the people.

It gave them a broader and more critical attitude toward the
75

existing social and religious institutions. Thus, when

fiycliffe began his reform, he found two things. On the one hand,

72. Trevelyan, England in the Age of Wycliffe, p. 196.

73, Mackinnon, Origin of the Reformation, p. 113 quotes Coulton,
"The Mediaeval Villiage" p. 42 11925) T judge the monk to
have been, on the whole, a slightly better landlord than the
layman,."

74. Trevelyan, England in the Agze of Wycliffe, p. 158.
75. Bneyclopedia of Soclal Science, Vol. III, 576.
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the nation was divided; so that, like Luther a century and a half
later, he did not have to stand alone against one, united, solid
nation, but his adversaries were busy fighting each other, In
the second place, he found supporters among a people who had
begun to question the old institutions and look for new and better

things in "this new era."



THE ATTACK ON THE CHURCH

Scripture refers to Jesus and His followers as poor men.
Often this point is over emphasized, and Jesus is pictured as a
destitute, poverty stricken wanderer, who had no more economic
security than a beggar of that time, Undoubtedly this is not the °
whole truth, While He did not have a home which He could call
his own, He possessed a certain amount of the economic comforts
of 1ife. But this much is true; He was not wealthy; He did not
live in the luxury of the high priests and Roman officials,
There was not the great economic gulf between the poor widow who
threw her last mites into the Temple treasury and Himself, However,
this same thing cannot be said of His Church in the medieval age.
It did show a great contrast to the dirty, ragged, under nourished
masses by its pomp, splendor, and avarice for glittering gold and

wealth in land. 76

76. Mackinnon, The Origin of the Reformation, p. 121: "The contrast
which history presents between the primitive and medieval
Christianity goes far to justify Wiclif's criticism that,

"~ owing to the domination of the spirit of the world in the Church,
the latter is in many respects a travesty of the former. His
fundamental position is that true Christianity is the Christianity
of Christ and the apostles, and that its later mediaeval develop-
ment must be tried by the test, and that, when so tried, it fails
to pass the test and appears as a corrupt, hybrid thinmg. This
degenerate development ought to and must be purified if the
Christian religion is to be true to itself and realise the will
of its founder.,"



The masses of England were definitely burdened by taxes.
With the country at war and the government corrupt, more and more
money had to be taken from the taxpayers who were already over
taxed. Yet the Church paid very little to the support of the

government in the way of taxes.

This problem of taxation was so great a sore spot in national
politics that in 1376 the "Good Parliament', though opposed to John
of Gaunt, concurred with him in his policy to reform and tax the
Church. Even the Commons, after having worked with the bishops
against the Duke for two months, turned to sympathize with the Duke
in his policy against the Church. In 1380 when the government
needed 160,000 pounds to carry on the war, it was decided that if
the clergy would raise a third of that amount; the remaining |
100,000 pounds would be raised by a poll tax on the laity.77 It
must be remembered, however, that this was an extra tax; it was nof

for the general support of the government.

A greater burden of taxation fell to the laity, because the
amount of taxable land had been diminished by the Church. The
property in possession of the Church is reported to have been on®-
third of all the land in the realm. Much of this land the Church
received during the time of the Black Death, The medieval period
was a superstitious age. Even in modern times, though superstitious

acts are frowned upon by society as silly and out of tune with the

77. Trevelyan, England in the Age of Vycliffe, p. 102.




scientific age; yet when trouble comes many people revert to just
such superstitious acts. They run to fortune tellers, have their
tea leaves read, rely on horoscopes., If this happens even in this
enlightened age, how much more would it not happen during the age
when superstition was condoned by society. Yedical science was
practically unknown during the fourteenth century. People knew
nothing of microscopic germs. So when that invisible enemy struck
out of nowhere, the people reverted to all manner of superstitions.
The nervous strain upset the minds of the people to such an extent
that they were extremely gullible. Rumors were circulated that
the Black Death came riding on a black horse, or else a giant
striding along, his head reaching above the roofs of houses, .
Innumerable examples might be quoted to show how deeply the Church

79 Prayers

was involved in these superstitions of the medieval age.
and vows were the two main spiritual means by which the Church en-
deavored to combat the plague. With the world quickened to a
sense of sin, people rushed to sacrifice their means to the Church.
They did anything and everything to escape from the uncanny disease.
The Church had gained enormous wealth by bequests of land and gold
for masses.go At this time so much was given to the Church for
the building of altars, bells, and masses that measures had to be
taken "to secure some pittance for the rightful heirs." People

brought money to the monks and when they would no longer take it,

78. Nohl, The Black Death, p. 1%.
79. Capes, A history of the #nglich Church, p. 76.

80, Trevelyan, lngland in the Age of Wycliffe, p. 39.
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the money was thrown over the walls of the monasteries. s

The Church was not satisfied with the wealth it had gained
at the time of the Black Death. Now since it had gained a sizable
foothold on the national wealth, it ecraved still more. A complaint
was made in Parliament that the impositions of Rome were intolerable.
By death or transferance of bishops the pops sometimes extracted
five times the yearly revenue from one See. The cardinals and
other foreigners residing in Avignon enjoyed several of the best
Church preferments. £

Liven though the people were overburdened with secular taxes,
the Church carried on its rival system of taxation; thus rendering
the poor still poorer.83 The pope made the country pay dearly
for all his bulls, many of his nominees, who bought beneficies in
"the sinful city of Avignon" never saw the shores of England.eh
The cardinals robbed the Church and state of 20,000 marks annually
and did nothing but sit in Avignon. The papal collectors, living
like princes and dukes in London, sent vast sums of money to the
papal city.e5 In 1366 Archbishop Langham of Canterbury made an
investigation and found "that a considerable number of clergy of
his province were in possession of as many as twenty benefices, and

in some cases even m.ore.“86 The Church treated sin as a means of

filling her coffers instead of regarding it as a great enemy with

g8l. Nohl, op. cit., p. 134f.

82. Hore, liistory of the English Church, p. 186.

83. Trevelyan, fingland in the Age of Wycliffe, p. 40.
8L. Mackinnon, The Origin of the Reformation, p. 75.
85, Ibid., p. 76.

86. Ibid., p. Th.




