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John Wycliffe

Constantinople, quarrelled with the Emperor there and,

instead of attacking the Muslim Army in Palestine, they
attacked and captured Constantinople! The Pope gave his
blessing. A European Prince reigned there until 1261 when the
Byzantines recaptured their own city and Michael Palaeologus
became the new Byzantine Emperor.
While the Crusaders were attacking Constantinople Genghis
Khan (1162-1227) was gathering a huge army of Mongols in
Asia. In 1211 he conquered China and advanced westwards
as far as Southern Russia. His sons continued the advance
westward after his death and, by 1241, they had arrived in
Poland and Hungary.
The Fifth Crusade (1218-20) was another failure, but the
Sixth Crusade, led by Frederick the Il in June 1228 actually
succeeded by peaceful means. The Muslim Sultan agreed
to hand over Jerusalem without a fight and Frederick was
crowned King in Jerusalem in March 1229. Frederick tolerated
the Muslim presence in the Holy Land but, in 1244, Jerusalem
was again captured by the Turks. In 1247, another Crusade
(the Seventh) led by Louis of France set out but by 1250 the
Muslims had destroyed most of the army. Louis and a small
number of soldiers were captured but were mercifully released
to return home. In 1270 Louis led an Eighth Crusade to North
Africa but most of the Crusaders, including Louis and his
son, died of cholera. By 1300, the Crusades were ended and
nobody wanted to go again.
In 1245, a group of Christian missionaries set out from
Leon in Southern Russia; two others also set out in 1253
from Constantinople. In 1294, a missionary called John of
Montecorvina arrived in China and soon the Psalms were
translated into the Mongolian language. Another missionary
called Odoric arrived to work in India about the same time.
Meanwhile, Raymond Lully laboured among the Muslims in
North Africa. In 1295, Marco Polo returned from his travels to
China and passed on valuable information about the Mongol
way of life.
In 1184, the Papacy formed a group of powerful men called
the Inquisition. Their purpose was to bring heretics to trial and
sentence them. Heretics were defined as those who disagreed
with Roman Catholic teaching. In 1252 Pope Innocent the
IV gave the Inquisition the authority to torture those whom
it arrested and to hand them over to the Government for
execution. One of the first tasks given to the Inquisition was
to hunt down the Waldensians. Over the next 500 years many
Christians were tortured and murdered by this Roman ‘court’.
It was during the 13th century that the Pope decreed that only
the priest could have the bread and wine at the mass — the
people were to be given the bread only.

The fourth Crusade set out in April 1201. They arrived at
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A Short History of the Church — Part 8

In 1305 the king of France personally appointed the new
Pope and ordered him to reside in Avignon in France. Matters
became worse when in 1378 two men claimed to be Pope at
the same time! One lived in Avignon and one lived in Rome;
this lasted until 1417. In the 14th century there was widespread
discontent with the Papacy. In particular, William of Ockham
and John of Jandum declared that Popes and their Assemblies
can make mistakes, that it is uncertain whether the Apostle
Peter was ever at Rome and that the church has only one
Head, Christ.

Between 1348 and 1350 a plague swept across Europe from
southern Russia. The ‘Black Death’ killed at least a quarter of
the population in Europe and was widely seen as a judgement
upon the church. In 1350 the Pope decreed the use of
‘Indulgences’. This allowed people to buy themselves or others
out of Hell (or the part of Hell which Roman Catholics call
‘purgatory’) — all monies went to the Roman Catholic church.
The Bible makes it clear that there is no escape from Hell. As
Dante ( an Italian poet who criticized the Pope) said about Hell,
“Abandon hope all ye who enter here!”

In England an Oxford scholar called John Wycliffe began
to preach and write against the abuses of the Papacy. He
criticized the monks for their laziness and also condemned the
worshipping of images and the sale of Indulgences. He was
immediately persecuted and retired to the village of Lutterworth
to continue with his writings, especially his translation of the
Bible into English, which was completed in his last years.
The supporters of Wycliffe were called ‘Lollards’. They were
travelling preachers who carried with them Wycliffe’s translated
Bible and spread his doctrines, which were similar to those
of the coming Reformation. Wycliffe died in 1384 and his
writings and followers were declared heretical by the Pope.
His translation of the Bible was banned by the Pope and the
English government. What fear they had of the Bible getting
into the hands of the people ! Such was the hatred of the
Papacy that the Pope ordered that his body be dug up from the
grave and burned publicly; this happened in 1428. However,
Wycliffe’s writings were carried across to the newly founded
University of Prague and greatly influenced the men there who
wished to reform the church.

In Germany two famous spiritual writings were published — the
sermons of John Tauler (greatly admired by Luther) and the
‘Imitation of Christ’ by Thomas a Kempis ( a fine devotional
work with only a few Roman Catholic errors).

Meanwhile, the Byzantine Empire was shrinking in size,
invaded on all sides by Bulgars, Serbs and Turks. By 1400 it
controlled only a small area around Constantinople. It would
not be long before the Turks attacked the city itself.
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Then cometh he to Simon Peter: and Peter saith unto him, Lord, dost thou
wash my feet? Jesus answered and said unto him, What | do thou knowest
not now; but thou shalt know hereafter. Peter saith unto him, Thou shalt
never wash my feet. Jesus answered him, If | wash thee not, thou hast no
part with me. Simon Peter saith unto him, Lord, not my feet only, but also
my hands and my head. Jesus saith to him, He that is washed needeth not
save to wash his feet, but is clean every whit: and ye are clean, but not all.
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