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01 —INTRODUCTION

By the Reformation is often understood the great religious movement of the sixteenth century — the
greatest since the dawn of Christianity. But there were “reformers before the Reformation,” and in this
book we shall give the word a wider meaning. We shall use it to include the revival of primitive
Christianity in a corrupt church, in many lands and extending through long centuries. The light of the
Gospel had become dim and had well-nigh flickered to extinction. But he that walketh among the
golden candlesticks was to rekindle their dying fires, and to send forth his light and his truth into all
lands and to the end of time.

“The Reformation,” says Dr. Schaff, “was neither a political, nor a philosophical, nor a literary, but a
religious and moral movement; although it exerted a powerful influence in all these directions. It
started with the practical question, How can the troubled conscience find pardon and peace and become
sure of personal salvation? It brought the believer into direct relation and union with Christ as the one
and all-sufficient source of salvation, in opposition to traditional ecclesiasticism and priestly and saintly
intercession. The Protestant goes directly to the Word of God for instruction, and to the throne of grace
in his devotions.

“The three fundamental doctrines of Protestantism are: The absolute supremacy of the Word of Christ;
the absolute supremacy of the grace of Christ; and the general priesthood of believers; that is, the right
and duty of the Christian laity, not only to read the Bible in the vernacular tongue, but also to take part
in the government and all the public affairs of the Church.”

It is frequently asserted that the Reformation was the offspring of political events; that it resulted from
the ambition of princes, their rivalry with the Pope and the avidity of laics to seize upon the property of



the Church, rather than from a deeply-felt spiritual necessity of the age; that, in fine, it was more a
consequence of temporal expediency than of religious principle. We shall try to show, on the contrary,
that it was a great providential movement; that it was a moral necessity of the period; that it was a
mighty effort of the mind to emancipate itself from ecclesiastical authority; and that, instead of
spreading from a central source, it was indigenous in almost every country where it now prevails.

The beginnings of great reforms are to be found not amid the loud bustle and great events of the age,
but in the mental conflicts of humble seekers after truth, groping their way in loneliness, and
surrounded by doubt and darkness, towards the light which an unerring instinct tells them somewhere
shineth. The growth of thought may be slow; its seed-truths may be long in germinating; they may be
deposited in an unfriendly soil, and have a late and chilling spring; but a golden harvest shall wave at
last upon the stubborn globe.

Primitive Christianity was an Arethusan fount, which had disappeared for ages, and, though not
destroyed, flowed darkly underground, only to burst forth with the Reformation, and again with its
sacred waters to revive and fructify the dead and barren nations. Or, like a smoldering fire, covered and
smothered by the gray ashes of accumulated rites and ceremonies, till it had become dark and cold, it
now kindled afresh, to illumine the darkness and to cheer the souls of men.

Among the prominent causes of the Reformation were: The corruptions of religion; the vices of the
clergy; the great schism of the West; and the revival of letters. Upon each of these we shall slightly
enlarge.

In the course of ages religion had departed from her primitive simplicity. One fatal step was the union
of temporal and spiritual power. The aggregation of political influence around the Bishop of Rome
increased the danger of Christianity losing its original purity. The Gothic as well as the Latin nations
generally submitted to the spiritual claims of Rome, and thus increased her political prestige. But with
every increase of power came a decrease in piety, and a further departure from the primitive faith.

Auxiliary to these corruptions in hastening the Reformation were the vices of the clergy. These had
become notoriously flagrant. Especially had the mendicant friars, by their sloth, their ignorance, their
effrontery, and their rapacity, fallen under general odium. Begging monks thronged the taverns and
places of viler resort. The monastic houses were often dens of corruption. Even the regular clergy were
inconceivably ignorant and depraved. Instead of being the patterns of virtue, they were too often
patrons of vice. Many of them could not read the offices of the Church, and few ever preached an
original sermon, or, indeed, a sermon of any kind.

But, perhaps more than any other cause, the great schism of the West in the fourteenth century,
conduced to lessen the influence of the Papacy. The spectacle of three claimants to the chair of St.
Peter, as Christ’s vicars on earth, hurling anathemas, excommunications, and recriminations at each
other, necessarily, during the long period of anarchy and confusion which ensued, awakened deep
questionings as to the validity of their claims, and as to the reality of their boasted infallibility.

The last of these general causes that we shall mention is the revival of letters, greatly accelerated as it
was by the fall of Constantinople and by the discovery of printing. The press is confessedly the
guardian of liberty, and pre-eminently of religious liberty. By means of the press those seed-truths, of
which true liberty is but the fruit, are wafted lightly as thistle-down to the world’s end, and they bring
forth in every land their glorious harvest.

Yet, corrupt as the Church had become, it was never without seekers after truth. Many were the earnest
prayers, like that of Ajax, for the light; many the watchers for the dawn Many were those who,



“Groping blindly in the darkness,

Touched God’s right hand in the darkness,

And were lifted up and strengthened.”
The English Reformation, like the land of its origin, was insular, and was comparatively unaffected by
foreign influence.

The church planted by St. Columba on Iona’s rocky island, in the seventh century, continued to flourish
till the beginning of the ninth century, uncontaminated by the errors which had already corrupted the
less secluded churches, and long after the rest of the western churches had submitted to the Pope of
Rome. The light of departing day illumines those northern crags longer than lands nearer to the sun,
and earlier does the dawn return. So the light of primitive Christianity lingered in the “isle of saints,”
and the dawn of the Reformation arose sooner there than elsewhere; and there has it attained its
brightest day. But never was the darkness total; refracted gleamings continued to shine till the twilight
of the evening mingled with that of the dawn.

We shall not attempt in these pages a consecutive history of the Reformation in the many lands in
which it arose, and during the long periods in which it was in progress. That would require many
volumes. We shall endeavor to sketch briefly the life work of the great men who, throughout the ages
of religious darkness and superstition, were beacon lights blazing with the fire of divine truth,
illumining the gloom of night and heralding the dawn of day.

We enrich these pages with a quotation from Milton, in which he sets forth with stately eloquence the
unspeakable blessings of the Reformation:

“When I recall to mind, at last, after so many dark ages, wherein the huge overshadowing train of error
had almost swept all the stars out of the firmament of the Church; how the bright and blissful
Reformation, by divine power, struck through the black and settled night of ignorance and antiChristian
tyranny, methinks a sovereign and reviving joy must needs rush into the bosom of him that reads or
hears, and the sweet odor of the returning Gospel imbathe his soul with the fragrancy of heaven. Then
was the sacred Bible sought out of the dusty corners, where profane falsehood and neglect had thrown
it; the schools opened; divine and human learning raked out of the embers of forgotten tongues; the
princes and cities trooping apace to the new-erected banner of salvation; the martyrs, with the
irresistible might of weakness, shaking the powers of darkness, and scorning the fiery rage of the old
red dragon.”

02 — JOHN WYCLIFFE, THE MORNING STAR OF THE REFORMATION

It was with reverent interest that the present writer visited the famous Lambeth Palace, London — for
over seven hundred years the residence of the Archbishops of Canterbury, the primates of England. But
not the beauty of St. Mary’s venerable chapel, nor the grandeur of the stately hall, guard-room, or
battlemented gateway presented the chief attractions to our mind. It was the tragic memories of the
picturesque Lollards’ tower that most deeply enlisted our sympathies. In its narrow cell many prisoners
for conscience’ sake saw the weary days drag on, while the iron entered their very souls. Here are the
rings in the walls to which the prisoners were bound, the brands burned by the hot irons used in torture,
the notches by which the victims of tyranny computed their calendar of wretchedness, and the trap-door
in the floor by which, as the tide rose, they could be let down unseen into the river. Here the destined
martyr, Cranmer, who had dispensed a sumptuous hospitality in this very palace, languished in mental
and bodily misery before he atoned, amid the flames, for the weakness of his recantation.

It was an easy transition from this memory-haunted prison of the Lollards, in Lambeth, to the chief
scene of the public life of Wycliffe, the father of Lollardism, at Oxford. It was with peculiar interest
that we visited the quadrangles and chambers of Queen Philippa’s and Merton colleges where, as a



scholar, he studied, and the stately halls of Balliol where, as master, he taught. The venerable shade of
the first and greatest of the English Reformers seemed yet to haunt their cloistered seclusion.

Of the early life of Wycliffe [1] but little is known. He was born near Richmond, in Yorkshire, about
the year 1324, and was descended of good old English stock. His ancestors for three hundred years had
occupied the same land, and had given its designation to the obscure village of Wycliffe — a name
destined to become famous to the end of time. The lad was designed for the Church, almost the only
sphere of intellectual activity in that age. Nearly all the lawyers, physicians and statesmen, as well as
the instructors of youth in school and college, were ecclesiastics. He was, therefore, early sent to
Oxford, the great seat of learning of Western Europe.

“England,” says Milman, “was almost a land of schools; every cathedral, almost every monastery, had
its own; but youths of more ambition, self-confidence, supposed capacity, and of better opportunities,
thronged to Oxford and Cambridge, now in their highest repute. In England, as throughout
Christendom, that wonderful rush, as it were, of a vast part of the population towards knowledge,
thronged the universities with thousands of students, instead of the few hundreds who have now the
privilege of entering those seats of instruction.” Anthony a Wood states that about this time there were
30,000 scholars attending the University. But this must be a great exaggeration. The course of study,
too, was far less comprehensive than at present.

This was emphatically the “growing time” of England’s history. We quote in illustration the picturesque
phrase of the most vivid depictor of this period, the Rev. J. R. Green:

“The vigor of English life showed itself socially in the wide extension of commerce, in the rapid
growth of the woollen trade, and the increase of manufactures after the settlement of Flemish weavers
on the eastern coast; in the progress of the towns, fresh as they were from the victory of the craft-
guilds; and in the development of agriculture through the division of lands, and the rise of the tenant
farmer and the freeholder. It gave nobler signs of its activity in the spirit of national independence and
moral earnestness which awoke at the call of Wycliffe. New forces of thought and feeling, which were
destined to tell on every age of our later history, broke their way through the crust of feudalism in the
socialist revolt of the Lollards, and a sudden burst of military glory threw its glamour over the age of
Crecy and Poitiers.”

At Oxford Wycliffe became as distinguished for erudition as for piety. “The fruitful soil of his natural
ability,” writes quaint old Fuller, “he industriously improved by acquired learning. He was not only
skilled in the fashionable arts of that age, and in that abstruse and crabbed divinity, all whose fruit is
thorns, but he was also well versed in the Scriptures, a rare accomplishment in those days.” His study
of the Scriptures and of the early Fathers created a disgust for the logic-chopping divinity of the
schoolmen, and won for him the name of the Evangelic Doctor.

“Wycliffe’s logic, his scholastic subtlety, some rhetorical art, his power of reading the Latin Scriptures,
his various erudition, may be due to Oxford; but the vigor and energy of his genius, his perspicacity, the
force of his language, his mastery over the vernacular English, the high supremacy which he vindicated
for the Scriptures, which by immense toil he promulgated in the vulgar tongue — these were his own, to
be learned in no school, to be attained by none of the ordinary courses of study. As with his
contemporary and most congenial spirit, Chaucer, rose English poetry, in its strong homely breadth and
humor, in the wonderful delineation of character with its finest shades, in its plain, manly good sense
and kindly feeling; so was Wycliffe the father of English prose, rude but idiomatic, biblical in much of
its picturesque phraseology, at once highly colored by and coloring the translation of the Scriptures.”

2]

One of the most dreadful plagues which ever devastated Europe was the pestilence known as the Black
Death, which, in the early part of the fourteenth century, swept away, it is estimated, more than half the



inhabitants. This scourge of God made a profound impression on the devout mind of Wycliffe. In his
first treatise, “The Last Age of the Church,” he describes these evils as a divine judgment for the
corruptions of the times. “Both vengeance of swerde,” he wrote “and myschiefe unknown before, by
which men thes dais should be punished, shall fall for synne of prestis.”

A characteristic feature of the times was the multiplication of religious orders. The White, Black, Grey
and Austin friars swarmed throughout the kingdom. “They invaded,” says Milman, “every stronghold
of the clergy — the university, the city, the village parish. They withdrew the flock from the discipline of
the Church, intercepted their offerings, estranged their affections, heard confessions with more
indulgent ears, granted absolution on easier terms.” These sturdy beggars who argued that Christ and
his disciples, like themselves, were mendicants, [3] Wycliffe unsparingly denounced. He branded the
higher orders as hypocrites, “who, professing mendicancy, had stately houses, rode on noble horses,
had all the pride and luxury of wealth with the ostentation of poverty.” The humbler he described as
“able-bodied beggars, who ought not to be permitted to infest the land.”

The eloquence and learning of Wycliffe won him fame and honors. He was made warden of Balliol
College, lecturer in divinity, and rector of Fylingham. He was soon chosen, too, as the champion of the
realm against the encroachments of the Pope of Rome. Urban V. demanded the arrears of 1,000 marks
[4] of Peter’s pence alleged to be due the pontiff. This Edward III. Refused to pay. The sturdy English
Barons answered on this wise: “Our ancestors won this realm and held it against all foes by the sword.
Let the Pope come and take it by force; we are ready to stand up and resist him.” “Christ alone is the
Suzerain. It is better, as of old, to hold the realm immediately of him.” Wycliffe, with much boldness
and learning, vindicated the independence of the kingdom of the temporal authority of the Pope.

Another grievance was, that foreign prelates and priests, who never saw the country and could not
speak its language, were presented to English dioceses and livings; and the country was drained of
tithes, to be squandered in ecclesiastical profligacy at Rome and Avignon. A parliamentary
remonstrance states that “The taxes paid to the Pope yearly out of England were four times the amount
paid to the King.” Wycliffe was sent as a delegate to Bruges to protest against this wrong. Justice he
failed to obtain; but he learned the true character of the Papacy. On his return he did not scruple to
denounce the Pope as “Antichrist, the proud worldly priest of Rome — the most accursed of clippers and
purse-kervers.”

Another evil of the times was the engrossing of all civil offices by ecclesiastics, from the Lord
Chancellor’s down to that of clerks of the kitchen and keeper of the king’s wardrobe. To this piers
Plowman refers in the lines:

Some serven the kinge and his silver tellen,

In the Checkkere (Exchequer) and the Chauncelrie,

chalengynge his dettes.
One of these worldly prelates was able to equip three ships of war and a hundred men-at-arms for the
king. Against this secularizing of the clergy Wycliffe strongly inveighs, and sets forth as an antidote his
“Christian Rule of Life.” “If thou art a priest,” he says, “live thou a holy life. Pass other men in holy
prayer, holy desire and holy speaking; in counseling and teaching the truth. Ever keep the
commandments of God, and let his Gospel and his praises ever be in thy mouth. Ever despise sin, that
man may be withdrawn therefrom, and that thy deeds may be so far rightful that no man shall blame
them with reason. Let thy open life be thus a true book, in which the soldier and the layman may learn
how to serve God and keep his commandments. For the example of a good life, if it be open and
continued, striketh rude men much more than open preaching with the Word alone. And waste not thy
goods in great feasts for rich men, but live a frugal life on poor men’s alms and goods. Have both meat
and drink and clothing, but the remnant give truly to the poor; to those who have freely wrought, but
who now may not labor from feebleness and sickness, and thus shalt thou be a true priest, both to God



and to man.”

Wrycliffe’s antagonism to the Papal party in the realm soon brought upon him their persecution. He was
cited to appear before the Bishop of London on the charge of “holding and publishing erroneous and
heretical doctrines.” Appear he did, but not alone. His powerful friends,” Old John of Gaunt, time-
honored Lancaster,” and Lord Henry Percy, Lord Marshal of England, stood by him in the Lady Chapel
of old St. Paul’s. The Lord Marshal demanded a seat for Wycliffe: “He hath many things to answer, he
needs a soft seat.”

“But,” writes Foxe,” the Bishop of London cast eftsoons into a furnish chafe with those words, said ‘He
should not sit there. Neither was it,” said he, ‘according to law or wisdom that he, who was cited there
to appear to answer before his ordinary, should sit down during the time of his answer, but he should
stand.” Upon these words a fire began to heat and kindle between them, insomuch that they began to
rate and revile one the other. Then the duke, taking the Lord Percy’s part, with hasty words began also
to take up the bishop. To whom the bishop again did render and requite, not only as good as he brought,
but also did so far excel him in this railing art of scolding, that the duke blushed, and was ashamed,
because he could not overpass the bishop in brawling and railing.”

A tumult arose in the city between the partisans of earl and bishop, and in the larger contention the case
of Wycliffe, for the time, passed out of view.

Soon two Papal bulls, nay three of them, were dispatched against Wycliffe. The University of Oxford
was commanded to prohibit the teachings which, “in his detestable madness,” he promulgated. In a
special letter the Pope lamented that tares were suffered to grow up among the pure wheat in that seat
of learning, and even to grow ripe without any care being applied to root them up. The reformer was
cited before the Archbishop of Canterbury, and appeared at the episcopal palace of Lambeth. Old John
of Gaunt was no longer by his side, nor the Lord Marshal of England. But he was environed by the true
hearts of the English people.

The sturdy citizens of London, always the bulwark of liberty, were now openly attached to his teaching.
They forced their way into St. Mary’s chapel, and by their menaces deterred the prelates from the
condemnation of the “Evangelic Doctor.” “These were,” writes the contemporary historian, “as reeds
shaken by the wind; they became in their speech as soft as oil.” The death of Gregory XI. And the great
schism of the Church, with its rival Pope and anti-Pope hurling anathemas at each other, put an end for
a time to the persecution of the champion of English liberty.

Amid his manifold travails and tribulations, Wycliffe fell ill, and was brought seemingly to death’s
door. The leaders of the mendicant friars, whose wickedness he had denounced, thought this a fitting
opportunity to procure the reversal of his severe condemnation of their order. In his mortal weakness
they invaded his cell and urged the retraction of his judgments before himself passing to the tribunal of
the great Judge of all. Rising on his couch, and summoning all his strength, the heroic soul exclaimed:
“I shall not die, but live, and shall again declare the evil deeds of the friars!”

The strong will triumphed. The craven monks hastened from the cell, and Wycliffe soon rose from his
bed to proclaim anew with tongue and pen the doctrines of the Cross. To antagonize the false teaching
of the mendicant friars, he himself sent forth itinerant preachers, who, at market cross and in village
church, and on the highway, declared in plain, bold English speech the glorious evangel of the Gospel.

“The novelty, and, no doubt,” says Milman, “the bold attacks on the clergy, as well as the awfulness of
the truths now first presented in their naked form, shook, thrilled, enthralled the souls of men, most of
whom were entirely without instruction, the best content with the symbolic teaching of the ritual.” So
greatly did his doctrines prevail that it passed into a proverb -- “You cannot see two men together but
one of them is a Wycliffite.”



Wycliffe was now engaged upon the greatest work of his life — the translation from the Latin Vulgate of
the Bible into the English tongue, finished in 1380-over five hundred years ago. This book it was that
shook the Papal throne, that stirred the thought of Christendom, that roused the Anglo-Saxon mind, that
opened in the common speech a fountain of living water, and for all times a well of English undefiled,
the true source of England’s liberties and England’s greatness. In the “Kings’ Library” of the British
Museum, we examined with intensest interest a beautiful copy of that first English Bible. [5]

This, doubtless in separate portions, must have been widely copied; for one of the reformer’s
adversaries bitterly complains, as though it were a dire calamity, “that this Master John Wycliffe hath
so translated the Scripture that laymen, and even women, who could read, were better acquainted
therewith than the most lettered and intelligent of the clergy. In this way,” he continues, “the Gospel
pearl is cast abroad and trodden under foot of swine; and that which was before precious, both to clergy
and laity, is rendered as it were the common jest of both! The jewel of the Church is turned into the
sport of the people, and what was hitherto the principal gift of the clergy and divines is made forever
common to the laity.”

Even Lingard, the Roman Catholic historian, states that “in the hands of Wycliffe’s poor priests this
translation became an engine of wonderful power.” The new doctrines acquired partisans and protectors
in the higher classes; a spirit of inquiry was generated, and the seeds sown of that religions revolution
which, in a little more than a century, astonished and convulsed the nations of Europe.

The cost of a complete copy of the Scriptures, all written out by hand, was so great that only the
wealthy could afford to possess one. But the sacred evangel was brought within the reach of all by
means of a great brass-and-leather bound copy, chained to the desk of the parish church. Here, at stated
times, some learned clerk or layman would read the oracles of God to the eager group assembled to
hear them. In the old church at Chelsea, and elsewhere, may still be seen these ancient desks. In 1429,
the cost of a New Testament alone was 2 Pounds 16s. 8d., equal to more than $100 of our present
money. At that time 5 Pounds was a sufficient amount for the yearly maintenance of a tradesman,
yeoman, or curate. It required half a year’s income to procure what can now be had for sixpence.

The Bible-hating prelates brought forward a bill in the House of Lords for suppressing Wycliffe’s
translation. Bold John of Gaunt stoutly declared: “We will not be the dregs of all, seeing that other
nations have the law of God, which is the word of our faith, written in their own language,” and the bill
was thrown out.

The famous uprising of the people against odious tyranny, known as Wat Tyler’s Rebellion, now took
place. It had no connection with religion, but the prelates used it as a ground for casting odium upon
Wycliffe. A synod assembled at the Grey Friars, London, formally condemned ten articles drawn from
his writings as heretical, and an Act was passed by the House of Lords — the first statute of heresy
enacted in England — commanding the arrest and imprisonment of all Wycliffe’s preachers, that they
might answer in the Bishops’ courts.

The toils of fate seemed gathering around the intrepid reformer. Even sturdy John of Gaunt advised
submission to the bench of bishops. But Wycliffe shrank not from the danger. He was again condemned
by a convocation of clergy at Oxford. He boldly appealed, not to the Pope, but to the King. There was
as yet no statute in England for the burning of heretics, and under the protection of the civil law he
defied his adversaries. He was excluded from Oxford, but from his pulpit at Lutterworth he boldly
proclaimed the doctrines of salvation by faith, and controverted the Romish dogma of the real presence
in the Eucharist.

In his humble rectory hard by, his busy pen wrote volume after volume, [6] in strong, plain English
speech, that all men might understand — expounding, enforcing, unfolding the teachings of that blessed
book which he had first given the people in their own mother tongue. By the hands of rapid copyists



these were multiplied and scattered abroad on all the winds — seeds of truth immortal, destined to bring
forth a glorious harvest in the hearts and lives of future generations of English confessors, ay, and
martyrs, for the faith.

Wycliffe himself failed of the honor of martyrdom, not from the lack of courage on his part, or of the
evil will on the part of his enemies, but through the good providence of God. His closing years passed
in hallowed and congenial toil at Lutterworth. For two years previous to his death he suffered from
partial paralysis; but his high courage, his earnest zeal, his fervent faith, were unpalsied to the last.
While breaking the bread of the Lord’s Supper to his beloved flock, the final summons came. Standing
at the altar with the sacred emblems in his hand, he fell to the ground, deprived at once of
consciousness and speech. He left no words of dying testimony, nor needs there such. His whole life
was an epistle, known and read of all men. His spirit passed away from earth on the last day of the year
1384.

Yet he did not all die. In the hearts of thousands of faithful followers his doctrines lived. In the
troublous times that came upon the realm, his disciples bore the glorious brand of “Gospellers,” or
Bible-men. Ay, and in the Lollards’ Tower, on the scaffold, and amid the fires of Smithfield, they bore
their witness to the truth that maketh free. The first of the noble army of martyrs, the smoke of whose
burning darkened the sky of England, was William Sawtrey, rector of St. Osyth’s, in London. Then
followed John Badbee, a humble tailor, who, denying the dogma of transubstantiation, avowed his faith
in the Holy Trinity. “If every Host,” he declared, “consecrated on the altar were the Lord’s body, then
were there twenty thousand Gods in England; but he believed in the one God omnipotent.”

The lofty as well as the lowly, in like manner bore witness of the truth. Among the most illustrious
victims of Papal persecution was the gallant knight Sir John Oldcastle, Lord Cobham. As his sentence
was read, he answered, “Ye may judge my body, but ye have no power over my soul,” and, like his
Master, he prayed for his murderers. As he walked to the stake he refused the aid of an earthly priest:
“To God only, now and ever present, would he confess, and of Him entreat pardon.” His last words,
drowned amid the crackling of faggots and the roar of the flames, were of praise to God. Such were
some of the glorious fruits of Wycliffe’s teaching in the generation following his own death.

Although removed by God’s providence from the evils of those troublous times, yet the malice of his
enemies suffered not the bones of Wycliffe to lie quiet in the grave. Thirty years after his death, the
Council of Constance — the same council which, in violation of a plighted faith, burned the two most
illustrious disciples of Wycliffe, Jerome and Huss — wreaked its petty rage upon the dead body of the
English reformer, by decreeing that it should be disinterred and cast forth from consecrated ground. But
not till thirteen years later was this impotent malice fulfilled. At the command of Pope Martin V., his
bones were dug up from their grave, burned to ashes, and strewed upon the neighboring stream.

“And so,” observes Foxe, “was he resolved into three elements, earth, fire, and water; they think
thereby to abolish both the name and doctrine of Wycliffe for ever. But though they digged up his body,
burned his bones, and drowned his ashes, yet the Word of God and truth of his doctrine, with the fruit
and success thereof, they could not burn, which yet to this day do remain, notwithstanding the
transitory body and bones of the man were thus consumed and dispersed.”

“The ashes of Wycliffe,” to quote the words of Fuller, “were cast into a brook which entered the Avon,
and they were carried to the Severn, from the Severn to a narrow sea, and from the narrow sea into the
wide ocean; the ashes of Wycliffe thus becoming an emblem of his doctrine, which is now dispersed all
over the world.”



“The Avon to the Severn runs,
The Severn to the sea;
So Wycliffe’s ashes shall be borne

Where’er those waters be.”

03 —JOHN HUSS AND JEROME OF PRAGUE

In the summer months of the year 1414, all eyes and all minds in Europe were directed towards the fair
city of Constance, a free town of the German Empire upon the Boden See. From all parts of
Christendom were assembling here whatever was most august in Church and State for the greatest
Ecumenical Council of Latin Christianity ever held. During the three years and a half of its continuance
there were present, though probably not all at the same time, one Pope, four patriarchs of the Eastern
Church, twenty-nine prince-cardinals, thirty-three archbishops, one hundred and fifty bishops, one
hundred and thirty-four abbots, and in all, including patriarchs, cardinals, abbots, bishops, archbishops,
doctors, provosts, and other ecclesiastics of various ranks; no less than eighteen thousand clergy.

The Emperor Sigismund, princes of the empire, dukes, burgraves, margraves, counts, barons and other
nobles and deputies of the free cities and the representatives of the great powers of Christendom, with
their numerous retinues, swelled the population of the little city from forty thousand to one hundred
and forty thousand persons. Now shrunken to a town of only ten thousand, it gleams with its crown of
grey-stone towers, surrounded by the waters of the Boden See, like a pearl set in sapphires.

Far different was the aspect of the busy scene in those bright summer days well nigh five centuries ago.
Down the chestnut-covered slopes of the Alps wound, day after day and week after week, the stately
cavalcades of sovereign princes and the ambassadors of kings, of cardinals and prelates, with glittering
escorts of gallant knights and mail-clad men-at-arms, or with splendid and numerous retainers. Bands
of pilgrims in humbler guise, on horse-back or on foot, chanting Latin hymns or beguiling the way with
jest or story, swelled the train. Chapmen and merchants brought goods of every sort on the backs of
mules or in lumbering vehicles, to supply every demand of luxury or necessity. The blue lake was
gemmed with snowy sails, wafting their contingent of priests or laymen, of pride and pomp, to that
strange assemblage.

“It was not only, it might seem,” writes the graphic pen of Milman, “to be a solemn Christian council,
but a European congress, a vast central fair, where every kind of commerce was to be conducted on the
boldest scale, and where chivalrous or histrionic or other amusements were provided for idle hours and
for idle people. It might seem a final and concentrated burst and manifestation of mediaeval devotion,
mediaeval splendor, mediaeval diversions; all ranks, all orders, all pursuits, all “professions, all trades,
all artisans, with their various attire, habits, manners, language, crowded into a single city.

“Day after day the air was alive with the standards of princes and the banners emblazoned with the
armorial bearings of sovereigns, of nobles, of knights, of Imperial cities, or glittering with the silver
crozier, borne before some magnificent bishop or mitered abbot. Night after night the silence was
broken by the pursuivants and trumpeters announcing the arrival of some high or mighty count or duke,
or the tinkling mule-bells of some lowlier caravan. The streets were crowded with curious spectators,
eager to behold some splendid prince or ambassador, some churchman famous in the pulpit, in the
school, in the council, or it might be in the battlefield, or even some renowned minnesinger or popular
jongleur.” [7]

Booths and wooden buildings were erected without the walls, and thousands of pilgrims encamped in
the adjoining country. All the great nations were represented: Italy, France, Spain, Germany, Hungary,
the Tyrol, the Black Forest, Thuringia, Brabant, Flanders, the distant North, England and Scotland, and
even Constantinople and Antioch.



The great object of this council was threefold: First, to put an end to the great schism which for six-
and-thirty years had rent Catholic Christendom. During that time Pope and anti-Pope — at one time
three rival Popes — had hurled their anathemas and recriminations at each other’s heads, to the great
scandal of the Church and the relaxation of the bonds of discipline, and indeed of all ecclesiastical
authority, and to the consequent corruption of morals. Second, to reform the state of religion, which had
greatly suffered through this chronic strife and schism. And thirdly, for the suppression of heresy-a task
for which the Churchmen of the day were always eager and alert. To give the history of the council is
not the purpose of this brief sketch, but to trace the course and far-reaching consequences of its heresy-
quelling efforts in the judicial murders of John Huss and of Jerome of Prague.

Of the many thousands of priests or laymen assembled in the city of Constance at this eventful period,
probably not one seemed in appearance less likely to attract the attention of the great council or to
transmit his name to after times than the humble priest from the distant kingdom of Bohemia, who rode
quietly into the town, and took up his lodgings in the house of a poor widow. Yet to thousands
throughout Christendom this august assembly is known only through the heroic martyrdom of Jerome
and Huss; and multitudes of pilgrims are drawn, by the spell of their moral heroism, from many lands
to visit the scene of their sufferings. Not the scenes of stately pageantry, of Imperial pomp and pride,
but the dismal dungeons in which the martyrs languished, and the rude rock which commemorates their
death at the stake are the most sacred places and are invested with the most hallowed memories of the
city of Constance.

The Bohemian Reformation was the direct offspring of English Lollardism. John Huss was the
discipline of John Wycliffe. The relations of the two countries were intimate. Anne of Bohemia, the
consort of Richard II., favored the new doctrine. Jerome of Prague sat at Wycliffe’s feet at Oxford, and
brought his writings in great numbers to Bohemia, and translated them into the common speech.

In the little town of Hussinetz, from which he takes his name, was born, in the year 1373, the child
whose heroic after-career and tragic death were to be, in the eyes of millions, the chief glory of his
native land. Huss was instructed in all the learning of his age, and took honorable degrees at the
University of Prague -- “the decorations,” says his biographer, “of a victim for the sacrifice.” He was
characterized by youthful piety and fervent zeal. While reading the “Life of St. Lawrence,” it is said, he
was aroused to enthusiasm, and thrust his hand into the flames to try what part of the martyr’s suffering
he could endure — an unconscious forecast of his own tragic fate and undying fame.

On account of his learning and piety, Huss became preacher in the university and chaplain to the
Queen. He rapidly rose to distinction at the university, which was attended by twenty thousand, or, as
Milman says, thirty thousand students of Bohemia and Germany, [8] and at length became rector. He
studied carefully the works of Wycliffe and preached boldly his doctrines. The Archbishop of Prague
denounced those teachings, and threatened with the heretic’s death — the death of the stake — all who
should preach them.

Huss was not the man to speak with bated breath at the command of authority. The strife between
Churchmen and Wycliffites became a burning question at the university. The Bohemians took sides
with their countrymen against the Germans, and in street, on bridge, and in square the hot-headed
gownsmen substituted clubs and stones for syllogisms and arguments. The German faction were
deprived of certain rights of voting for academic officers, and in revenge they abandoned the city and
established the rival University of Leipsic.

John Huss continued fearlessly to preach against the corruptions of religion and the vices of the clergy.
Pope Alexander V. issued a bull against the doctrines of Wycliffe, and the Archbishop of Prague
committed two hundred of his books, many of them the property of the university, to the flames. Huss
protested against this wanton destruction, and procured payment for the costly manuscripts. His own



safety was menaced, but he continued to preach. He appealed from the judgment of a venal Pope to the
unerring tribunal of the skies.

“I, John Huss,” he wrote, “offer this appeal to Jesus Christ, my Master and my just Judge, who knows,
defends, and judges the just cause.” He was summoned to Rome, charged with every conceivable
crime. The Bohemian king and people, fearing the machinations of his enemies, refused to let him
cross the Alps, and he retired for a time into seclusion. From his retreat he sent forth a book
demonstrating what Rome has never yet admitted, that the writings of the so-called heretics should be
studied, not burned.

There now came to Bohemia vendors of indulgences, seeking to gain thereby recruits for the Pope’s
war against Ladislaus, King of Naples. The blasphemous sale of remission of sins past and permission
for sins in the future, which a century later awoke the indignation of Luther, aroused the abhorrence of
Huss. He boldly denounced the impiety of the “sin-mongers,” and his disciple, Jerome, burned the
Pope’s bull beneath the gallows.

“Dear master,” said the Town Council to the rector, “we are astonished at your lighting up a fire, in
which you run the risk of being burned yourself.” But the heroic soul heeded not the prophetic words.
He went everywhere preaching with tongue and pen against the doctrine of indulgences, the worship of
images, the corruptions of the clergy. “They who cease to preach,” he said, “will be reputed traitors in
the day of judgment.”

The last bolt of Papal vengeance was hurled. The city of Prague, and wherever Huss sojourned, were
laid under an interdict. A silence and gloom as of death fell upon the land. No longer the matin bell or
Angelus rang from the minster spire, or the twin-towered Theinkirche, or from the many belfries of
church or monastery. Even the dying were denied the last unction and sacred viaticum for the journey
to the spirit world, and their bodies were consigned to earth without the hallowed rites of religion — the
wrath of man casting deeper darkness over the shadows of the grave.

But the nation was aroused. “Huss,” says Milman, “was now no isolated teacher, no mere follower of a
condemned English heretic; he was even more than the head of a sect; he almost represented a kingdom
—no doubt much more than the half of Bohemia.” Like Luther’s, his words were half battles. His books
on the abominations of monks and the members of Antichrist, directed against the hierarchy, were
sledge-hammer blows that were felt throughout Europe.

It was at this juncture that the Council of Constance was convoked. Huss, strong in the consciousness
of his integrity, proffered to go thither and to vindicate his orthodoxy before the great tribunal of
Christendom. In a paper affixed to the gates of the palace at Prague, he challenged his enemies to meet
and confute him at the great council. Yet he was not without his forebodings of evil. In a sealed paper
which he left, containing his will and confession, to be opened only on his death, he wrote: “I expect to
meet as many enemies at Constance as our Lord at Jerusalem — the wicked clergy, even some secular
princes, and those Pharisees the monks.”

“I confide,” he wrote to a friend, “altogether in the all-powerful God — in my Saviour. I trust that he
will accord me his Holy Spirit, to fortify me in his truth, so that I may face with courage temptations,
prisons, and, if necessary, a cruel death. Therefore, beloved, if my death ought to contribute to his
glory, pray that it may come quickly, and that he may enable me to support all my calamities with
constancy. Probably, therefore, you will never more behold my face at Prague.” Before setting out on
his journey, he asked and received from Sigismund, Emperor of Germany, a safe-conduct, commanding
all ecclesiastical and secular princes to allow him “to pass, sojourn, stop, and return freely and surely.”
He traveled unattended, on horseback, and took lodgings in the house of a poor widow, whom he
compares to her of Sarepta, at Constance.



Pope John XXIII., who was trembling for fear of his own safety, received him graciously. He solemnly
declared: “Though John Huss had killed my own brother I would not permit any harm to be done to
him in Constance.” Yet he eagerly sacrificed him in the hope of averting his own fate. John had two
rival Popes to contend with — Gregory XII. And Benedict XIII. (They were all three subsequently
deposed by the council, and Martin V. elected in their place). To prevent or postpone his own
deposition, Pope John entered upon the persecution and suppression of heresy, an object which he felt
would unite, for the time at least, all the rival factions of the council.

Two bitter enemies of Huss, whom he had worsted m controversy — an offense not to be forgiven — had
preceded him to Constance, and now preferred charges of heresy. He was summoned to the presence of
the Pope and cardinals. He demanded to be arraigned before the whole council, but yielded to the
summons, saying, “I shall put my trust in our Saviour, Jesus Christ, and shall be more happy to die for
his glory than to live denying the truth.”

Notwithstanding his appeal to the safe-conduct of the Emperor, he was separated from his Bohemian
friend and protector, the noble John de Chlum, and confined in prison, first in the bishop’s palace, and
then in a dungeon of the Dominican convent, on an island near the city. In this loathsome vault — its
walls reeking with damp, and so dark that only for a short time each day was he able to read by the
feeble light struggling through an aperture in the roof — for well nigh eight weary months, with irons on
his legs, and fastened by a chain to the wall, [9] the valiant confessor languished, and only escaped
from its durance vile through the door of martyrdom. The old monastery is now — such changes brings
the whirligig of time — a hotel, and modern tourists loiter in the quaint Romanesque cloisters, and dine
in the vaulted refectory of the monks, above the dungeon of John Huss.

The Emperor Sigismund broke into a rage at the violation of his safe-conduct, and gave orders
“immediately to set John Huss at liberty, and, if necessary, to break open the doors of the prison.” But
the persistence of the Pope prevented his release. On Christmas Day the Emperor himself arrived, and
in the grand old cathedral, dating from 1048, he read, in the dalmatic of a deacon, the lesson for the
day: “There went out a decree from Caesar Augustus” -- an ill omen to the Pope of the influence of this
modern Caesar. On a throne of state sat Sigismund and the Empress. To the former the Pope presented
a sword, exhorting him to use it for the defense of the council. It was upon himself that its weight first
fell.

No open breach, however, as yet took place. The Pope presented the Emperor that distinguished reward
of the most eminent of the faithful — a golden rose-and offered him the more substantial argument of a
subsidy of 200,000 florins. But dark accusations were made against the scandalous life of the sinful old
man, misnamed “his Holiness.” Of such lurid iniquity were these that an honest English bishop cried
out in righteous indignation that “the Pope deserved to be burned at the stake.”

John XXIII. Yielded to the inevitable, resigned the papacy, and fled by stealth in the mean disguise of a
groom, riding on an ill-accoutred horse, with a cross-bow on the pommel of his saddle, from Constance
to Schaffhausen, and afterwards to the depths of the Black Forest -- “A wandering vagabond,” says a
contemporary chronicler, “seeking rest and finding none” -- “Vagabundus mobilis, quaerens requiem et
non inveniens.”

The accusations against the furtive Pope were formulated in seventy-two distinct charges: Sixteen of
these, as too unutterbly vile for discussion, were dropped. Of the remaining fifty-six he was convicted,
and was solemnly deposed by the council from St. Peter’s chair. His armorial bearings were defaced,
his “fisherman’s ring” was broken, and he was brought back a captive and consigned to the very prison
in which, for six months, the victim of his tyranny had languished.



But what a contrast between these men! The wretched, deposed pontiff — hurled for his crimes from his
high place, and crushed by his infamy — exclaimed, in the bitterness of his soul, “Would to God that I
had never mounted to such a height! Since then I have never known a happy day.” In a cell separated
by the space of but a few steps, sat and wrote by the dim light struggling into his dungeon, the heroic
confessor and destined martyr of the faith. Unmoved by the rage of his enemies, his soul was strong in
God. In his serene majesty of spirit he refused life and liberty at the cost of doing violence to his
conscience.

Amid such stirring events as the deposition of a sovereign pontiff, the case of John Huss, the Bohemian
priest, was for the time postponed. Though Sigismund writhed under the accusation of having violated
his Imperial guarantee of safety, he shrank from becoming the defender of heresy and schism against
the persecuting zeal of such an august assembly as the great council.

The fall of the Pope gave opportunity for the congenial employment of the persecution of heresy. The
doctrines of the English reformer, John Wycliffe, were the first object of denunciation. Three hundred
and five distinct propositions from his writings were condemned. In impotent malice this assembly of
all that was most august in Church and State in Christendom wreaked its rage upon the dead body
which had lain for thirty years in its quiet grave at Lutterworth. Wycliffe’s remains were ordered to be
rifled from their tomb, and with his books to be given to the flames. But near at hand, and in their
power, was a living exponent of those hated doctrines, who would be more sentient to their torture.
John Huss was therefore brought before the council, not so much for examination, as for prejudged
condemnation.

The council was to be favored with two victims instead of one. An illustrious disciple was to share the
martyrdom of his illustrious master. Jerome of Prague was only two years younger than John Huss; but
while his rival in learning and religious zeal, he was his inferior in moral energy, and probably also in
physical nerve. After visiting the universities of Cologne, Heidelberg, Paris, and Oxford, he preached
boldly the doctrines of Wycliffe, and became also the ardent disciple and colleague in the reform
movement of John Huss. When his revered and honored friend left Prague for Constance Jerome had
said, “Dear master, be firm; maintain intrepidly what thou hast written and preached. Should I hear that
thou hast fallen into peril I will come to thy succor.”

In fulfillment of this pledge he now hastened to Constance — himself determined to plead his friend’s
cause before the council. He entered the city unknown, and mingling with the gossiping crowd learned
the common rumor that his friend was already pre-condemned. His own faith and courage failed, and
feeling that all was lost he sought safety in flight.

While traversing the Black Forest, which stretches for many gloomy leagues over mountain and valley,
he lodged for the night with the village cure. Bursting with indignation at the outrages inflicted on his
friend, he denounced the council as “a synagogue of Satan, a school of iniquity.” The bold words were
repeated to the village authorities, and Jerome was arrested, and by order of the council was sent to
Constance, riding in a cart, bound with chains and guarded by soldiers.

He was arraigned before the assembly, loaded with fetters. He was accused of the odious crime of
heresy. It was intolerable that the greatest council ever held, with an Emperor at its head, which had
just deposed the Pope himself, should be bearded by two contumacious priests from a half-barbarous
land. “Prove that what I have advanced were errors,” Jerome calmly replied, “and I will abjure them
with all humility.” Hereupon a tumult arose, and a multitude of voices cried out, “To the flames with
him; to the flames.” “If it is your pleasure that I must die,” answered Jerome, “The will of God be
done.”

But his hour was not yet come. He was sent back to his dungeon and heavily ironed. For two days he
was chained in a torturing posture, with outstretched hands, to a lofty beam; and for a year he lingered,



the prey of bodily weakness and mental anguish in this loathsome prison cell. Even the consolation of
sharing the imprisonment of his friend Huss was denied him.

After six months’ weary confinement, Huss was at length arraigned before the council. “Fear not,” he
said to his friends, “I have good hope that the words which I have spoken in the shade shall hereafter be
preached on the house top” -- “Spero quod quae dixi sub recto praedicabuntur super tectis.” These
words of cheer were to his disciples in many an hour of persecution and gloom an encouragement and
inspiration. In the great hall of the Kaufhaus, where the tourist today gazes with curious eye on the
fading frescoes on the wall, the great council sat — prelates, priests, and deacons in mitres, alb, stole,
chasuble and dalmatic; and secular princes in robes of state and wearing the insignia of office — all to
crush one manacled but unconquerable man.

The writings of Huss were presented — there Were twenty-seven in all — the authorship of which he
frankly admitted. From these, thirty-nine articles were extracted alleged to be heretical. He was accused
of denying transubstantiation, of teaching the doctrines of Wycliffe, of appealing from the Pope to
Christ, and other such heinous crimes, Huss attempted to reply, but was met by an outburst of mockery
and abuse. “One would have said,” writes Maldoneiwitz, who was present,” that these men were
ferocious wild beasts rather than grave and learned doctors.” Huss appealed to the Scriptures, but was
howled clown with rage. “They all,” says Luther, in his vigorous phrase, “worked themselves into a
frenzy like wild boars — they bent their brows and gnashed their teeth against John Huss.”

Two days later he was again arraigned. For nearly two hours an almost total eclipse darkened the sun,
as if in sympathy with the dire eclipse of truth and justice on the earth. The Emperor sat on his throne
of state. Men in armor guarded the prisoner in chains. His bitter adversaries, including the Cardinal of
Cambray, who had won renown as “the hammer of the heretics,” were his accusers.

“If I die,” said Huss to a friend, “God will answer for me at the day of judgment.” Accused of urging
the people to take arms, he replied, “I certainly did; but only the arms of the Gospel — the helmet and
sword of salvation.” The Emperor urged unconditional submission. “If not,” he added, “the council will
know how to deal with you. For myself, so far from defending you in your errors, I will be the first to
light the fires with my own hands.” “Magnanimous Emperor,” replied Huss, with keen but seemingly
unconscious sarcasm, “I give thanks to your Majesty for the safe-conduct which you gave me -- “ He
was here interrupted and sent back to prison.

Again he was arraigned, and again he was condemned by the council. Even the Emperor — superstition
and anger stifling the voice of conscience-declared “that his crimes were worthy of death; that if he did
not forswear his errors he must be burned.” Still, his saintly life, his great learning, his heroic courage
commanded the admiration even of his enemies; and they exhorted him even with tears to abjure, and a
form of recantation was presented to him.

“How can I1?” he asked. “If Eliezer, under the Old Law, refused to eat the forbidden fruit lest he should
sin against God, how can I, a priest of the New Law, however unworthy, from fear of punishment so
brief and transitory, sin so heinously against the law of God. It is better for me to die, than by avoiding
momentary pain to fall into the hands of God, and perhaps into eternal fire. I have appealed to Jesus
Christ, the one All-powerful and All-just Judge; to him I commit my cause, who will judge every man,
not according to false witness and erring councils, but according to truth and man’s desert.”

He was accused of arrogance in opposing his opinion to that of so many learned doctors. “Let but the
lowest in the council,” he replied, “convince me, and I will humbly own my error. Till I am convinced,”
he added, with grand loyalty to conscience, “not the whole universe shall force me to recant.”

Huss spent his last hours in prison in writing to his friends in Prague. “Love ye one another” -- so runs
his valediction -- “never turn any one aside from the divine truth. I conjure you to have the Gospel



preached in my chapel of Bethlehem so long as God will permit. Fear not them that kill the body, but
who cannot kill the soul.”

His faithful friends loved him too well to counsel moral cowardice. They urged him to be faithful to the
end. “Dear master,” said the brave knight, John de Chlum, “I am an unlettered man, unfit to counsel
one so learned. But if in your conscience you feel yourself to be innocent, do not commit perjury in the
sight of God, nor leave the path of truth for fear of death.”

“O noble and most faithful friend,” exclaimed Huss, with an unwonted gush of tears, “I conjure thee
depart not till thou hast seen the end of all. Would to God I were now lead to the stake rather than to be
worn away in prison.”

After all, Huss was but human. In his lonely cell he had his hours of depression, and, like his blessed
Master, his soul was at times exceeding sorrowful. “It is hard,” he wrote, “to rejoice in tribulation. The
flesh, O Lord! Is weak. Let thy Spirit assist and accompany me; for without thee I cannot brave this
cruel death... Written in chains,” is the pathetic superscription of the letter, “on the eve of the day of St.
John the Baptist, who died in prison for having condemned the iniquity of the wicked.”

But for the most part his courage was strong, and, like Paul and Silas, he sang his “Sursum Corda” in
the prison: “The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall 1 fear? The Lord is the strength of my
life; of whom shall I be afraid?” “Shall I,” he wrote, “who for so many years have preached patience
and constancy under trials — shall I fall into perjury, and so shamefully scandalize the people of God?
Far from me be the thought! The Lord Jesus will be my succor and my recompense.”

He freely forgave all his enemies — even his chief accuser, who came to gloat upon his sufferings in his
cell, and whom he heard say to the gaoler, “By the grace of God we will soon burn this heretic.” After
thirty days longer of weary confinement, he was brought forth to receive his sentence. The august
ceremony took place in the venerable cathedral. Sigismund and the princes of the empire sat on thrones
of state. The cardinals in scarlet robes, the bishops in golden miters, filled the chancel. High mass was
sung; the solemn music pealing through the vaulted aisles, and the fragrant incense rising like a cloud.
But Huss stood guarded by soldiers in the porch, “lest the holy mysteries should be defiled by the
presence of so great a heretic.” He then advanced, and after long and silent prayer, stood at the tribunal.

The Bishop of Lodi preached from the text, “That the body of sin might be destroyed.” It was a violent
outburst of denunciation. Turning to the Emperor at its close he said, “It is a holy work, glorious prince,
which is reserved for you to accomplish. Destroy heresies, errors and, above all, this obstinate heretic,”
pointing to Huss, who knelt in fervent prayer. “Smite, then, such great enemies of the faith, that your
praises may proceed from the mouths of children and that your glory may be eternal. May Jesus Christ,
forever blessed, deign to accord you this favor!”

After this unapostolic benediction, the council, which claimed to be under the especial inspiration and
guidance of the Holy Spirit, proceeded to its work of cursing and bitterness and death. The writings of
Huss were first condemned to be destroyed, then himself to be degraded from his office of priest, and
his body to be burned. “Freely came I hither,” said Huss in that supreme hour, “under the safe-conduct
of the Emperor,” and he looked steadfastly at Sigismund, over whose face there spread a deep blush.
[10] “Oh! Blessed Jesus,” he went on, “this thy council condemns me because in my afflictions I
sought refuge with thee, the one just Judge.”

Yet with a sublime magnanimity he fervently prayed for his persecutors: “Lord Jesus, pardon my
enemies; pardon them for thine infinite mercy.” To this day men point to a stone Slab in the pavement
of the church — a white spot on which always remains dry, when the rest is damp — as the place where
Huss stood when sentenced to be burned at the stake.

The last indignities were now to be inflicted. Priestly vestments were first put upon the destined victim,



and then, in formal degradation, removed. As they took the chalice of the sacrament from his hands, the
apparitor said, “Accursed Judas, we take away from thee this cup filled with the blood of Jesus Christ.”
“Nay,” he replied, “I trust that this very day I shall drink of his cup in the Kingdom of Heaven.”

They placed on his head a paper miter daubed over with devils, with the words of cursing: “We devote
thy soul to the devils in hell.” “And I commend my soul,” he meekly replied, “to the most merciful
Lord Christ Jesus. I wear with joy this crown of shame, for the love of him who wore for me a crown of
thorns.”

Then the Church — too holy, too tender to imbrue her hands in the blood of her victim — having declared
him no longer a priest but a layman, delivered him to the secular power to be destroyed. He was
conducted between four town sergeants and followed by a guard of eight hundred horsemen and a great
multitude of people, from the grey old minster to the place of execution, in a green meadow without the
walls. Before the bishop’s palace the guard halted, that Huss might see the fire on which his books were
burning. Knowing that truth is mighty — next to God himself — he only smiled at the ineffective act of
malice. So great was the crowd of people that, in crossing the moat, it almost broke down the bridge.

Arrived at his funeral pyre, Huss knelt down and recited several of the penitential psalms, and prayed,
“Lord Jesus, have mercy upon me. Into thy hands I commit my spirit. I beseech thee to pardon all my
enemies.” “We know not what this man’s crime may be,” said the people;” we only know that his
prayers to God are excellent.” As he prayed his paper miter fell from his head. A soldier rudely thrust it
on, with the jeer, “He shall be burned with all his devils.” “Friend,” said the patient martyr, “I trust that
I shall reign with Christ since I die for his cause.”

He was then bound to the stake with a rusty chain, and wood and straw were heaped about him. As the
fire was applied and the smoke wreaths rose, the voice of the dying martyr was heard singing the
Christe Eleison; “Jesus, son of the living God, have mercy upon me.” Then his head fell upon his
breast, and the awful silence was broken only by the crackling of faggots and the roar of the flames. In
impotent rage his executioners gathered his ashes and cast them into the swift-flowing Rhine. But the
zeal of his followers scraped up the very earth of the spot, and bore it as a precious relic to Bohemia.

But one victim could not appease the wrath of this zealous council. Another still languished in prison
for whose blood it thirsted. Every vestige of heresy must be destroyed. For six long months Jerome had
lain in his noisome dungeon. He was commanded to abjure his faith or to perish in the flames. He was a
man of less heroic mold than Huss. He was now deprived of the support of that strong spirit on which
he had leaned. His body was enfeebled and his spirit broken by his long confinement in chains, in
darkness, and on meager fare. He was only forty years of age, and the love of life was strong within
him. He shrank from torture, and in an hour of weakness he affixed his name to a sentence of retraction

The council, as if eager for his death, rejected the retraction as ambiguous and imperfect, and
demanded a fuller abjuration. But the hour of weakness was past. The love of truth prevailed over the
love of life. With a moral heroism that almost atones for his single act of yielding, he withdrew his
recantation. “I confess,” he wrote, “that, moved by cowardly fear of the stake, against my conscience, |
consented to the condemnation of the doctrines of Wycliffe and Huss. This sinful retraction I now fully
retract; and am resolved to maintain their tenets unto death, believing them to be the true and pure
doctrine of the Gospel, even as their lives were blameless and holy.”

By these words he signed his own death-warrant. He was speedily condemned as a relapsed heretic. He
demanded an opportunity of making a defense. “What injustice!” he exclaimed. “You have held me
shut up for three hundred and forty days in a frightful prison, in the midst of filth, noisomeness, stench,
and the utmost want of everything. You then bring me out, and lending an ear to my mortal enemies,
you refuse to hear me.” He was at length granted an opportunity to reply to the hundred and seven
charges preferred against him. He defended himself with extraordinary eloquence and learning -- “now



deeply pathetic, now with playful wit or taunting sarcasm, confounding, bewildering, overpowering his
adversaries. He stood fearless, intrepid, like another Cato, not only despising, but courting death.” Of
all the sins of his life, he said, none weighed so heavy on his conscience as his unworthy denial of the
doctrines of Wycliffe and Huss. “From my heart I confess and declare with horror,” he exclaimed, “that
I disgracefully quailed when through fear of death I condemned their doctrines. I declare anew, I lied
like a wretch in adjuring their faith.” “Do you suppose I fear to die?” he demanded. “You have held me
for a whole year in a frightful dungeon, more horrible than death itself. You have treated me more
cruelly than Turk, Jew or pagan, and my flesh has literally rotted off my bones alive, and I make no
complaint.” Yet he exhorted, for the truth’s sake, that they would listen to that voice which was soon to
be hushed forever.

He was again haled from the prison to the church to receive his sentence. The troops again were under
arms. The council sat in state. Again high mass and chanted hymns consecrated judicial murder. On his
way to the place of burning Jerome repeated, with firm voice, the Apostle’s creed and chanted the
litanies of the Church. As they piled the faggots and straw about him, he sang the hymn, “ Salve, festa
dies” -- “Hail, joyful day,” as though it were his birthday — as it was — into immortal life. As the
executioner was lighting the fire behind his back, he said, “Light it before my face. Had I been afraid, I
would not have been here.” He then committed his soul to God, and prayed in the Bohemian tongue as
long as life lasted.

On the occasion of the present writer’s visit to Constance, I made a pilgrimage to the places made
sacred by these imperishable memories. Early in the morning I went to the old cathedral, founded 1052,
with its sixteen lofty monolithic columns. In the stone floor is shown a large slab which always remains
white when the rest of the pavement is damp. On this spot Huss stood — so runs the legend — on July
6th, 1415, when the council condemned him to be burnt at the stake. In the choir are wonderfully
quaint satirical wood carvings, dating from 1470-Adam and Eve rocking Cain in a cradle; Absalom
wearing huge spurs; St. George and the Dragon; St. Jerome and the Lion; the Apostles, with grave
German faces and mediaeval costumes, recognized by their attributes carved above their heads; a
vision of heaven, with harpers, crowned saints, the strange apocalyptic “beasts” -- griffins, unicorns,
dog-headed figures, etc. -- all carved with realistic power.

I went next to the Kauthaus, in whose great hall the council that condemned Huss sat, 1414-1418. Now
this Catholic city glorifies his memory by a series of exquisite frescoes on the walls of this very
chamber. In one scene the noble figure of Huss is shown, surrounded by a crowd of bishops, cardinals
and soldiers, while a gross old monk is taking down the evidence against him. In another, Huss is being
taken in a boat at night to prison. A monk holds a flaring torch which illumines the calm face of the
martyr and the steel morions and crossbows of the carousing soldiers, one of whom holds a huge flagon
to his lips. Another shows the building of the pyre and the burning of the martyr. The soldiers are grim
and indifferent, the faces of the monks are contorted with rage, a timid girl is shrieking with terror, a
Hussite disciple is beseeching for his honored teacher. Another shows the “Auswanderung der
Protestanten,” in 1548; old age and childhood alike exiled from their homes, carrying their Bibles and
baggage; one girl With a pet bird in a cage. The whole history of Constance is written on these walls.
As we gaze, the past seems more real than the present.

On the walls of the vaulted chapel of the ancient monastery — now the dining-room of our hotel — were
faded frescoes of scenes of martyrdom, from which the hearts of the pious monks gathered courage, in
the far-off years forever flown. In a dark and dismal dungeon in the basement of an ivy-covered round
tower, where for a short time each day a beam of light found entrance, with irons on his legs and
fastened by a chain to the walls, the heroic Huss was confined for nearly eight months before he
glorified God amid the flames. The cloisters surround a beautiful quadrangle, covered with noble
frescoed scenes from the history of Constance.



Then I walked out beneath the limes and poplars to the sacred spot where the martyrs suffered, without
the gate. No chiseled monument commemorates their death — nothing but a huge granite boulder —
emblem of the unflinching endurance of their fortitude and of the endless endurance of the faith for
which they suffered. Deeply engraved upon its rugged surface are the words:

“HIERONUMUS VON PRAG* -- 30 MAR 17 JUIN 1 1416.
JOHANNES HUS - 6/14/JULI, 1415.”

Then I walked back through the Hussenstrasse, through the Schnetzthor, a wonderfully quaint structure,
built, as an inscription affirms, in the thirteenth century. Near here is shown the house where Huss was
arrested, with a quaint relief of 1415, with the following mocking verses, in old German script, which
may be freely rendered somewhat as follows:

“O woe to me, poor simpleton,
Here one took hold of me by the hair (of the head).

“To this place I had run away,

Am still for all in jeopardy.”
Passing through Jerome Street — for so is the name of the hero commemorated after nearly five hundred
years — we reach St. Paul’s tower, now a brewery, where the martyr was imprisoned for a year before
his death. We moderns seem intruders amid these shadows of the distant past. But the most real and
reverent of them all are the potent memories of the heroic Huss and Jerome.

Measured by years, their lives were short — Huss was forty-two and Jerome forty-one. But measured by
sublime achievement, by heroic daring, by high-souled courage, their lives were long, and grand, and
glorious. They conquered a wider liberty, a richer heritage for man. They defied oppression in its direst
form — the oppression of the souls of men. They counted not their lives dear unto them for the
testimony of Jesus. They have joined the immortal band whose names the world will not willingly let
die. Their ashes were sown upon the wandering wind and rushing wave, but their spirits are alive for
evermore. Their name and fame, in every age and every land, have been an inspiration and a
watchword in the conflict of eternal right against ancient wrong.

In the age immediately succeeding his own, the name of Huss became a battle-cry on many a gory
field; and the Hussite wars are a tragic page in the history of the world. All Bohemia rose to avenge the
death of its apostles and martyrs. Knight and baron, with hand on sword, swore defiance to the power
which had doomed to death Jerome and Huss. Among these emerged into prominence the terrible name
of Ziska, “The one-eyed,” as it signifies, who soon became a portent of wrath to the foes of his country.
The communion of the cup as well as of the bread was cherished as a national right of Bohemia, which
had received the Gospel from the Greek rather 