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    Introduction



    John Wycliffe was a philosopher, theologian, writer, debater, translator,
    scholar, and more importantly a man of god. In an era when clerical office
    within the Catholic Church was often viewed as a source of income rather
    than a vocation and the Bible was largely ignored, he stood up against what
    he saw as the corruption, venality, and heresy of the Church.



    One man could not hope to change such a monolithic institution, nor could
    he expect even a small victory against such insurmountable odds. But
    throughout his life, John Wycliffe never wavered from his view of the
    truth. He attacked the Mendicant Friars who pretended at vows of poverty
    while governing the Church at the highest level and boasting immense wealth
    in their many houses. He rejected any Church doctrine that did not appear
    to have its origins in the Bible. Even when he found himself accused of
    heresy and facing excommunication, he did not falter. With popes,
    cardinals, archbishops, and kings arrayed against him, Wycliffe continued
    to write, lecture, and preach his views.



    John Wycliffe was a Reformationist at a time when the Reformation had not
    yet been conceived. He came to the conclusion that the Church had strayed
    far from the teachings of Christ as evidenced in the Scriptures, and he
    devoted his life to highlighting this for any who could read or listen. His
    ideas and works became known to many thanks to his determination to use
    English for many of his works, including the first English translation of
    the Bible. His vehement opposition to the Pope, his vocal criticisms of the
    failings of the Catholic Church, and his idea that the Bible should be
    taught and read by everyone, not just the clerical caste, were inspirations
    to a generation of Reformationists that would follow him.



Chapter One



    Early Years



    “No man is to be credited for his mere authority’s sake unless he can show
    Scripture for the maintenance of his opinion.”



    —John Wycliffe



    John Wycliffe was born around 1320. The place of his birth is uncertain but
    likely to be the town of Wycliffe-on-Tees, in the North Riding area of
    Yorkshire. His family was well established in the county with their
    holdings centered in the village. This fact signifies the position of the
    Wycliffe family within their community. It was commonplace in the Middle
    Ages for communities to be named after the principal family, whether that
    family be noble or merely squires. Wycliffe’s father, Roger, has his tomb
    in Wycliffe-on-Tees, and county records show Roger and his wife Catherine
    marrying in 1319. It seems likely that this would have been John Wycliffe’s
    birthplace. Records do not show the size of the Wycliffe family other than
    the birth of the eldest son, William. So, John had at least one sibling.



    The area of Yorkshire in which Wycliffe grew up would have been rural and
    isolated from any major population center; the nearest center would have
    been York which was almost 60 miles away. His early education would have
    been provided by the village priest, usually dwelling with the manorial
    family and responsible for the provision of education. This basic education
    would have begun with the rudiments of Latin and progressed to the study of
    grammar, dialectics (a discussion between two or more people wishing to
    establish truth out of reasoned arguments), and geometry. Any scientific
    study would have been left to the universities to cover.



    It is easy to postulate that the young Wycliffe was an inquisitive,
    intelligent boy who excelled at his lessons. This is because by the age 16
    (around 1330), he was enrolled at Oxford to continue his education. This
    was no small accomplishment, costing the family fees but also risking their
    young son on the long road from Wycliffe-on-Tees to Oxford. This would have
    been a ten-day journey, probably traveling in company for protection
    against brigands.



    During this period, England was primarily a place of wild country
    interspersed with isolated villages, hamlets, and farming communities. The
    communities were cut off from each other by miles of bad roads and
    untracked forest. There were few large towns and even fewer cities (London,
    York, Chester, and Canterbury would have been the principles). This meant
    that any long journey carried an element of risk which a modern reader may
    find it difficult to fully appreciate. This was, after all, an England in
    which it was entirely possible to lose one’s way and die of exposure before
    finding shelter.



    For a young man, even allowing for the shortened childhood and acceleration
    to manhood that boys of this era would have experienced, the journey was
    not to be taken likely; that it was done shows how seriously Wycliffe’s
    potential was taken. Oxford University was at this time just beginning to
    forge a reputation as a renowned seat of learning.



    A century earlier, a number of students and teachers had left the
    University of Paris, then considered the educational and philosophical
    heart of Christendom, after the deaths of several students at the hands of
    the city authorities. Many went to Oxford and remained there until the
    1330s when they were recalled by Pope Gregory IX to Paris. The presence of
    the foremost minds of their generation in Oxford served to elevate the
    university’s reputation considerably; by the time of Wycliffe’s attendance,
    it was considered a prestigious place to study.



    The Church remained closely linked to education. A village priest was often
    the only one able to read or write and so responsible for the education
    within his community. In previous centuries, some of the various monastic
    orders would also have provided educational facilities. Oxford, however,
    had a tradition of independence from the Church, in so far as any English
    institution of the Middle Ages could be said to separate from the Church.
    This was due to an endowment made in 1274 by Walter de Merton for the
    provision of 20 students at Oxford. This prevented the college from
    producing students who were simply advocates of the papacy.



    By this point in his life, then, Wycliffe had grown up in rural Yorkshire.
    His position as a member of a manorial family would have meant a privileged
    upbringing. However, the position of that family in such a small community
    would have meant that this privilege would have been leavened with the
    practical common sense of country people. Wycliffe then moved to Oxford, a
    place known for the independence of its scholars and teachers thanks to the
    generosity of benefactors such as Walter de Merton, who provided lodging
    halls for students and thus freed them from having to seek such
    accommodation from the Church. The characteristics of these two towns
    contributed to the independent mind and blunt manner which Wycliffe would
    become infamous for.



    



Chapter Two



    Oxford



    “I believe that, in the end, truth will conquer.”



    —John Wycliffe



    Records show a John Wycliffe enrolled at Queen’s College in 1340, then at
    Merton in 1341. Wycliffe would have been 16 years old at his first
    enrollment. Queen’s College had been relatively recently founded while
    Merton was much more prestigious; this may explain the move after his first
    year.



    Wycliffe possessed a thirst for knowledge and a capacity for acquiring and
    retaining it. Dialectics and debate were the mainstays of university
    academia at the time, and Wycliffe built a reputation as a debater of
    skill, subtlety, and sophistication; he even came to eclipse the doctors of
    the university. His success demonstrates the determination he must have
    applied to his education as such skills could only be acquired by one with
    both natural talent and ability to apply himself.



    Wycliffe also included the study civil law (derived from Roman law and
    based upon principles of law which are agreed and codified—in contrast to
    common law which is based on precedent) and canon (Church) law during his
    time at Oxford. He also applied himself to the municipal (common) laws of
    England and became an expert in this field. During this period, the civil
    and canon fields of law were required reading for all students while common
    law was far less studied. In fact, scholars of the day viewed it with
    dislike and actively sought to remove it from the syllabus. The fact that
    Wycliffe chose to embark on such an unpopular field of study is further
    demonstration of his character. It shows an independent mind and a strong
    self-belief.



    Theology and study of the Bible itself were other overlooked avenues that
    Wycliffe embraced. Current theological thinking held that knowledge of
    Scripture was not necessary in order to achieve divinity or to be a good
    and pious Christian. Reason and philosophy held sway in the pursuit of
    divine truth in seminaries, with the Bible being disregarded. The accepted
    view was that truth derived from reason and the scholarly work of other
    academics had far more validity than that which was derived from a study of
    the Bible. Some students and teachers had even been expelled for practicing
    the kind of academic study of the Bible which Wycliffe was openly doing.
    But such were his well-known talents and so deep and broad was his
    knowledge that Wycliffe appears to have been tolerated despite his
    rebellious choices.



    Eventually, Wycliffe earned the title Evangelical Doctor and became an
    accepted authority on the Bible.



Chapter Three



    The Black Death



    “Then every priest shall cry alas! Alas! That no good spirit did dwell with
    me at my coming into the Church of God.”



    —John Wycliffe



    The Black Death reached England in 1348, having swept across Europe in the
    preceding three years. At its peak, half the population of London were
    wiped out. The disease could also cross the species barrier and infected
    some animals, causing a secondary impact on agriculture. The effect on the
    country, and Europe as a whole, was devastating. To Wycliffe and many
    others, there was only one explanation for such a plague: that it was
    delivered by the hand of God. John Wycliffe sought to understand this
    concept and why God had unleashed the Black Death upon the world.



The result of his study was a treatise entitled    The Last Age of the Church. The treatise was completed in 1356
    when Wycliffe was around 30 years old. It contained a view which was held
    by many learned men of the age: that the fourteenth century in which they
    were living was to be the world’s last. This, of course, proved to be
    erroneous as did the hypothesis that the plague was the result of divine
    retribution.



    To a modern reader, it might even appear to be laughable that such a work
    could be produced by a man supposed to be a leading intellectual light from
    an institution considered one of the highest seats of learning in the
    Christian world. But such a judgment would be to take John Wycliffe out of
    the context of his age. The era in which he lived was one where religion
    was not an abstract philosophy but a




