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The Death of Christ and
the Doctrine of Grace in
John Wycliffe

ROBERT DOYLE

The contemporary assessment of the theology of John Wycliffe and
its relationship to the 16th century reformation writings of the Church
of England is complicated by the opinion that ‘his preoccupations
were largely different from theirs’.! With that in view this study will
briefly review the well accepted Protestant trajectories in Wycliffe’s
writings. Then, in an attempt to explore what is seen to be a key
difference, it will examine his understandings of the death of Christ
and grace.

Protestant Trajectories

Those aspects of Wycliffe’s theology which most readily have been
found evangelical since the English Reformation include his doctrine
of the authority of Scripture, preaching, predestination, assurance of
faith, church, Holy Communion and the humanity of Christ.

In the context of specific doctrinal and moral charges against Rome
and against monarchical papalism in principle, Wycliffe asserts ‘that
the Roman Church can err in articles of faith since it has done so ...
the church advances by deteriorating with respect to faith in
Scripture’.? Augustine, amongst others, is cited to show that the early
church embraced Scripture as the ultimate authority on matters of
faith.? The recovery of the Bible, especially in an English translation,
is seen as the basis of a thorough-going reformation of contemporary
beliefs and practices from prelatical palace to village hovel:

That the Holy Scriptures may be more duly estimated, every truth
which is not manifest to the Christian from the simple evidences of his
senses should be adduced from Scripture, at least if the faithful are to
place credence in it. And then the Scriptures would be held in
reverence and the papal bulls superseded ... and the veneration of men
for the laws of the papacy ... promulgated since the loosing of Satan
will be kept within due bounds.*

Why may not all of the gospel be turned into English ...? This is
especially so since all Christian men, learned and ignorant, who should
be sjaved might always follow Christ and know his teaching and his
life.

If all the study and labour that men have now about ‘Salisbury use’
... were turned into the making of Bibles and in studying and teaching
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of them, how much should God’s law be furthered and known and kept
where now it is hindered, unstudied and unread!®

It follows that ‘Christ advances more in his apostles by preaching to
the people than by doing any miracle ... preaching the gospel exceeds
prayer and administration of the sacraments to an infinite degree ... it
is the most precious activity of the church’.” Hindering the free
course of the gospel is the mark of the anti-Christ and thus
distinguishes his twelve agents ‘commonly called popes, cardinals,
monks, canons ...”.%

Woycliffe drew his predestinarianism not only from Augustine but
also Bradwardine (1290-1349 Abp. of Canterbury) and Grosstéte
(1175-1253 Bishop of Lincoln), and in repudiation of some of the
opinions of Fitzralph (1295-1360 Abp. of Armagh who greatly
influenced Wycliffe’s doctrine of dominion) and Duns Scotus
(1265-1308 ‘Doctor Subtilis’ in Wycliffe’s writings).” Characteristical-
ly, Wycliffe discusses the respective destinations of the praedestinati
and the praesciti in the context of the doctrine of the church. ‘So here
in this church are some ordained to bliss and some to pain ... and so
men commonly say that there be here two sorts of churches, holy
church or church of God that on no account may be damned, and the
church of the fiend, that for a time is good and lastest not, and this
was never holy church nor part thereof’.!” The security of the
members of holy church is further emphasized by appeal to Jesus
Christ who ‘prayed not for the world, for those men shall surely be
damned but for men that shall be saved, for Christ’s prayer must
needs be heard’.!' But Wycliffe backs off from concluding that the
praesciti are beyond any recovery. ‘Who knows the measure of God’s
mercy to whom hearing of God’s word shall thus profit?°'

It is not so much philosophical theology or Biblical exegesis which
pushes Wycliffe in this direction but the pastoral concern of
preaching. Against those that might denigrate preaching by perjora-
tive appeal to Election the reply comes that ‘here true men say that as
God hath ordained good men to come to bliss, so he hath ordained
them to come to bliss by preaching and by keeping his word’.'* From
this statement Wycliffe moves on to the virtue of preaching even to
wicked men, who may yet profit by ‘the measure of God’s mercy’.

Consequently his doctrine of free-will has an indeterminist
element. ‘God giveth to each man free-will to choose good or evil and
God is ready to give them grace if they will receive it, and in this life
they (praesciti) do many good deeds of kind and because of them they
shall have much reward in this world and at last a less pain in hell’.'*

Again, pastoral and christological necessities dominate Wycliffe’s
understanding of assurance. ‘While we remain here and do not know
whether we shall be saved, we do not know whether we are members
of holy church, but as each man shall hope that he shall be saved in
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bliss, so he should suppose that he is a limb of holy church’.’® *We
take this as a belief, or truth that is next to belief, that no man that
lives here knows whether he shall be saved or damned, all this he
hopes below, a belief that he shall be saved in heaven, this only is
man taught of God, “that he shall be saved in heaven”, no, or a few
men, are such; and to try him concerning himself for they shall have
no'® evidence to say that God has told him thus.’**

This slightly ambiguous exposition is in the context of Popes who
make wicked claims with great certitude and spiritual pride, and
church members who know not whether to fear papal laws or God’s.
Certainty, Wycliffe is trying to say, lies only in Jesus Christ.
Elsewhere the believer is described as a man who has given him by
God a faith which is unmixed with hesitation.!” Thus ‘that grace
which is called the grace of predestination or a final perseverance
cannot fall away from anyone’, to which definition Wycliffe
introduces some anthropocentric realism by adding ‘for if so it could
not be that grace’.'® But for all that, the Christocentric and preaching
pole in his thought would appear to have the last word. ‘Christian
men are certain of belief by the gracious gift of Jesus Christ that the
truth taught by Christ and his apostles is the gosPel though all the
clerks of anti-Christ say never so fast the contrary’."”

Following in a manner Augustine’s division between the visible and
invisible church, Wycliffe distinguishes between the true church
consisting of the whole body of the elect, ‘the congregation of all the
predestinate’®® without the reprobate,?’ and the visible organised
church of Rome. The former had a three-fold division: ‘the
overcoming’ who are in bliss with Christ, ‘the sleeping’ who are in
purgatory and sin not anew but purge old sins, and ‘the fighting” who
are true men who live here the life of Christian men.?? The visible
Roman Church consisting both of sheep and goats includes the latter.
On this basis Wycliffe quite happily engages in the polemical
exposure of the error of many Roman claims.

This renegade will not be regulated by the mind of the church above
nor by any authority but ... sets forth new laws ... so that anything
determined therein shall stand as though it were a part of the gospel of
Jesus Christ ... but arise oh soldiers of Christ! Be wise to fling away
these things ... put ye on the Lord Jesus Christ ... and sever from the
church such frauds of anti-Christ and teach the people that in Christ
alone and in his law and in his members they should trust.?*

Although Wycliffe primarily appeals to philosophical realism® to
deny transubstantiation in the Eucharist (‘of all heresies ... none is
more abominable than that which makes this venerable sacrament an
accident without a subject’?®), nevertheless he grounds it in the
ascension and heavenly reign of the real human nature of Jesus
Christ, ‘so it is not to be understood that the body of Christ descends
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to the host ... but remains above in the skies stable and unmoved ...
here the body of Christ, and so Christ in his humanity, may extend
spiritually to every part of the world’.?’ For this reason the gospel
phrase ‘this is my body’ is neither formal or essential predication but
figurative.?® Likewise, consecration and sacrifice consist of spiritual
praise,” such that ‘a layman ... could perform the sacrament’.
Fittingly so since ‘every predestinated layman is a priest’.”’ ‘Nor do
we crush the body of Christ with the teeth but rather we receive it in a
spiritual manner, perfect and undivided.”' ‘Believers receive the
sacramental bread in fragments, it is afterwards watered by evange-
lical faith and kneaded in the heart and when baked by the fire of
charity is spiritually eaten.”*? Thus it is an efficacious sign calling to
memory the life of Christ, and ‘thereby one is incorporated into the
members of the church and thus into Christ’.** Because of this stress
on union with Christ, ‘with his mystical body the Church’,* or
fellowship with each other in Jesus, an unworthy celebrant by his
immoral example can deflect us from pious and gracious meditation
on how Christ suffered from the human race and lessen the sacra-
ment’s efficacy.® ‘In this Wycliffe was nearer to the truth of the
matter than were the reformers, he understood the Lord’s Supper as
a sign of fellowship.”*’

Wycliffe, standing within the orthodoxy of the Catholic Creeds,
laid great emphasis on the humanity of Jesus Christ:

This pain of Christ’s passion passed all other, for he was a most tender
man and in middle age and God by miracte allowed his mind to suffer
else by reason of joy he might not have known sorrow. But in Christ’s
passion were all things that could make pain hard and to make it more
meritorious ... and the despite was most, for men who shouid most
have loved Christ ordained this most foul death against his surpassing
kindness. We should believe also that Christ would shape his passion
to answer to the greatness of man’s sin.*

For Wycliffe in the realist tradition Christ is the Aomo communis,
the idea of Man, and by the incarnation he is objectively unmicus
homo, unique man. In the treatise De Benedicta Incarnacione,
written around 1367 in the early years of his lectureship at Oxford,
Wycliffe forcibly vindicates the reality of Christ’s humanity and
identification, membership or union by metaphysical and salvific
necessity with this Jesus. Wycliffe’s conviction here is intense.™
Without equivocation or unreality Christ is one with all his brethren,
univoce homo cum aliis hominibus, frater cum fratribus suis.*’ In the
same way that Christ was tempted and suffered in his own person he
went down into hell for us.*'

His bodily ascension and subsequent heavenly session as interces-
sor and King, with its exaltation of the mortal into immortality, is the
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basis of Christian hope. In plain terms Christ is our brother.*? Such is
the reality of Christ’s humanity and its identification with his divinity
in the same person that ‘we truly grant not only that Christ but that
God was crucified, dead and buried’.** It is no surprise then that
Wycliffe's ethical system is Christocentrically relational and not only
philosophical in spitc of his patent Aristotelian interests.* The true
humanity and nccessary humility of Jesus Christ becomes for us in
our struggle incentive for faith, hope, love, that is, friendship.*
‘Faith, hope and charity ... are in their essence the Lord Jesus Christ’
for they mean living and dying for others.*®

To this point Wycliffe's thought is of the stuff we recognize in the
later evangelical reformation, but at crucial points non-evangelical
clements appear. Penance is defined in the usual tripartite way as
contritio, confessio, satisfacio ‘et operis satisfactionem (and satisfac-
tion by deeds)’.*” The first two parts Wycliffe redefines in what we
would recognize as a more theocentric, and therefore evangelical
direction,* but ‘the sense of satisfaction by works is made up of the
two former together with a confession made to the priest in
private’.* Again Wycliffe qualifies this third part. It was introduced,
or rather invented by Pope Innocent III, and it would be better for
the church to concentrate on the first two parts of penitence; but if
well conducted this third part ‘may be by supposition necessary and
so really necessary ...”.”"

At two other points Wycliffe’s views are even more clearly
unevangelical. He uncritically accepts the notion of purgatory,*' and
while rejecting the idea of condign merit (meritum de condigno)™
embraces congruous merit (meritum de congruo) such that he accepts
the existence of a heavenly treasury of merits based on the
supererogatory merits of the saints and above all, Jesus Christ.>
What he does vehemently reject is the claim that the pope or the
friars are able to dispense these merits, and especially he attacks
‘indulgences’. ‘Against this rude blasphemy I have elsewhere
inveighed. Neither the pope nor the Lord Jesus Christ can grant
dispensations or give indulgences to any man except as the Deity has
eternally determined by his just counsel’.>* Wycliffe does appear to
have some reservations about supererogatory merit and its possible
transmission—'merit of no kind may be possessed except by the grace
of God (Dei gratia speciali ...); and the merit remaining after these
works, in the formal acceptation of the term merit, has no existence
except in the man to whom the works themselves probably belong,
and so every man has his own merit or demerit’.>> However, the fact
that these reservations are not developed, and that he never takes the
opportunity to attack this core notion itself in the same way as he
ruthlessly attacks papal and clerical claims to be the administrators of
these merits conclusively, in my opinion, demonstrates Wycliffe’s
basic agreement with this medieval doctrine.*®
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On this sort of evidence it is widely concluded that Wycliffe, while
giving the highest priority to faith in Jesus Christ,*” only anticipates,
at best, the doctrine often viewed as central to the Reformation, sola
fide, justification by faith alone.”®

In attempting to probe behind this impasse, and to see if in fact
Wycliffe’s preoccupations were different from the Reformers, we
now turn our attention to his understanding of the death of Christ and
grace.

The Death of Christ

‘The whole world before and after is perfected ... the creation is
restored to primary perfection through the Passion of Christ.”* God
willed to assume manhood in place and time in order to complete his
work.® Approached from the point of view of the Son’s relationship
to the Father, as the word is the image of the Father, and man is
made in the image of God, it is congruous that the form should
reform the deformed.®' Through Jesus’ death human nature has not
only been restored, but more gloriously than Adam.%* Such that the
entire world is now vastly improved when considered from the point
of view of Aristotelian physics.*® Again, the appearance of the
Saviour, his very incarnation, changed the relation of the world to
man for the better.

With respect to the possibilities formerly offered in Adam the
praedestinati, although having to endure tribulation now, are assured
of eternal beatitude, which is the maturation or realization of the
innocent state lost in Adam.®* Because the second Adam is the new
spiritual head (primogenitus) he does not restore man to ‘original
righteousness’ like the first Adam had as the carnal head (primogeni-
tus) of the race, but to grace, for grace is the gift of new birth and
kinship to Christ.*

The necessity for the incarnation and the cross to be the means of
redemption and restoration flows from the fact that the price must be
proportional to the fault, infinite.’” The one redeeming must be of
infinite worth, and therefore, God, and because the redeemer must
be distinguished from the one who sets free, and also because the sin
of a nature and a race must be made restoration for by merit in the
nature which had sinned, it was necessary for humanity itself to be
‘the mediator of God and man, the man Jesus Christ’,%® The Passion
is the means of redemption; for Jesus’ humanity underwent all the
experience in which the Christ gave his blood in redemption.®” In that
way the death of Jesus Christ can be described as ‘both a satisfaction
and a price, buying and bought, reconciling and reconciled (sit et
satisfaciens et 0precir.tm, mercans et mercatum, reconcilians et re-
conciliatumy’.”

In response to this complete effacement of sin, this great act of
redemption, we should make war on our spiritual enemies by
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mediating on, speaking of and imitating in deed Christ’s Passion.”" ‘It
is certain that bodily baptism or washing is of little avail unless there
goes with it the washing of the mind by the Holy Spirit from original
sin or actual sin ... It is a fundamental article of belief that whenever a
man is duly baptized, baptism destroyed whatever was found in the
man ... “We who are baptized into Christ Jesus are baptized into his
death”.’”? Spiritual eating of the Eucharist ‘consists in the pious and
gracious consideration of how Christ suffered for the human race’.”
‘All who foilow Christ, having been justified by his righteousness,
(just as much as his own generation). will be saved (omnes sequentes
Christum iustificati ex sua iusticia tamquam sua generacione
salvabuntur).”’

In writing on the death of Christ Wycliffe has lent heavily on the
Anselmic theory of atonement which used the penitential system’s
ideas of satisfaction and merit to explain how ‘righteous’ or rectitudo
has been restored to the disordered will of man (and thus to the
universe) by the satisfaction of God’s offended righteousness.”
Wrycliffe’s description is full of the rich. social and commercial
language of the middle ages. Civil suretyship is when one satisfied
another’s, one’s brother’s debt (civilis autem fideiussio est nota seculo,
sum quis facit ut satisfaciat pro debito fratris sui ...). God contracts
with us in like manner.”® Christ's death satisfies the offended
righteousness or honour of God, certainly, but Wycliffe goes further
than Anselm. By laying stress, as we have already noted, on the real
humanity of Jesus Christ, homo communis, unicus homo, Wycliffe
identifies the redeemed more closely with the redeemer. His biblical
expositions, especially on the Passion narratives in the gospels, help
plumb the reality of Christ’s humanity, but his philosophical realism,
so apparent in all his work, creates an ontological dependence and
inclusivity between the Man and man.”” With Anselm, Wycliffe
points out in the prevailing medieval currency that Christ’s humanity
is man’s indenture, but not just for ‘man’ but for ‘his brother’
(obligacione satisfactoria pro peccatis fratrum suorurm).’

Further, Wycliffe's outlook is much more cosmic than Anselm’s.
By the passion of the one Man, mankind’s restoration also involves
‘the restitution of all things’ as man was given dominion overall.
Wycliffe’s sweep is magisterial—Christ’s Passion makes full satisfac-
tion, restoring the glory of human nature, rectifying all the operations
of nature across time and space.’”” It seems to me that we can
attribute this cosmic strain in Wycliffe not only to his philosophy, but
also to his sensitive employment of the images used in the Bible to
describe this salvation—‘the image of God’; ‘Adam’s disobedience,
Christ’s obedience’; ‘dominion given in Eden, dominion lost in the
Fall'; and especially the Passion narratives as they range across the
tension and betrayal of individual to the cataclysm that darkens the
cosmos and shatters ancient religious traditions. All elements of
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Wycliffe’s Christology and soteriology appear in his sermons, and
especially the sermon on John 19:18, ‘they crucified him'.*" It is in
effect an ‘Irenacan’ view. But the absence of reference to Irenaeus,
and to key elements such as recapitulation and the Fall as more an
interruption in man’s development than a loss of certain pertections,
rules him out as a source. It will remain for Calvin through Erasmus’
publication in 1526 to tap his fellow Gallican directly.

The Doctrine of Grace

As befits a Christian theologian Wycliffe makes constant mention of
‘the grace of God’, ‘the help of God’s grace’, ‘saved by the grace of
God’, ‘the blessings of grace and nature’, and the like. The New
Testament in contrast to the Old can be called ‘the law of grace'."!
which given the feudal concern with order may mean little more than
the ‘order of grace’. Three characteristics stand out in Wycliffe's
understanding of grace.

First, Wycliffe’s theory of ‘the dominion of grace’, expanded upon
from Fitzralph's version in De Pauperie Salvatoris, is a leading motif.
Wrycliffe wrote extensively about it in an early work, De Dominio
Divino, and it has a logical and theological priority in all this other
writings, especially those looking at the work of Christ and
reformation of church abuses.

It is often been said that man holdeth things temporal under a two-fold
title. Namely that of onginal righteousness and that of mundane
righteousness. Now, under the title of original righteousness Christ
possessed all the goods in the universe ... under that title or the title of
grace, all things belong to the righteous.*

But much more is all this true in respect to the primitive
righteousness of Jesus Christ. Let temporal fords remember then how
distinguished was the favour which our Lord showed them in his
life-time, without doubt intending that they should make him a return
of their service’.%?

Wrycliffe’s movement of thought here is two-fold. Everything we
have in life is due to God’s grace, not man’s right. That gift is meant
to lead to due, orderly, that is righteous service on the recipient’s part.
To live, to act unrighteously is to fail to render the honour due to
God and especially to Jesus Christ who is God’s revelation of his
grace par excellence. Such unrighteousness disqualifies us from the
gift, from grace.® Wycliffe’s emphasis falls upon the grace given us in
Jesus Christ whose righteous dominion, being not only exercised for
our salvific benefit, but also in humility, stands as both imperative
(‘according to evangelical doctrine Christ’s disciples dare not call
themselves masters and lords but servants of our Lord Jesus
Christ’),** and indicative (‘it is not possible that Christ should
withdraw assistance and defence for his people, and how then can
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these men be said to follow God, who refuse to assist and defend
their dependents ...").** It was of course Wycliffe’s use of this
doctrine to show that the church through its abuses had deprived
itself of title to grace, and the state’s responsibility to serve God as its
due for gracious possession by reforming the church from without,*’
which was a major factor in his unpopularity with prelates and
popularity with princes.

The second characteristic of Wycliffe’s doctrine is that he affirmed
the medieval understanding of grace as ‘quality’, by which the
creature is well pleasing to God (potest gracia accipi pro bona
qualitate qua creatura est formaliter grata Deo).®® This grace is
prevenient (illa gracia dicitur preveniens ad merendum),” justifying
(secunda dicitur gracia gratum faciens, peccato mortali opposita, que
vel est iusticia vel ipsam concomitans),” and of predestination or final
perseverence (tercia dicitur gracia predestinacionis ...)."" Comment-
ing on Grosstéte’s view of justification, Wycliffe again affirms his
basic threefold schema, but more specifically with a view to final
bliss—God’s grace is preventing, justifying and perfecting (preve-
niens, iustificans, consumans).l’ Further, these graces follow one
another in turn.”* In De Civili Dominio Wycliffe can give a practical
example of this progression.

It is clear that if one who is in a state of original sin should be baptised
without a super addition of merit he is restored ‘by water’ (ex aequo) to
the minimum level of grace which through the minimum sin (that is,
obviously, original sin) had been lacking to him. But if by perseverance
and contrition he has earnt for himself second grace, then by the divine
law of mercy he is restored to a fuller grace ..."

Wycliffe’s rejection of grace de condigno, discussed above, firmly
places him against the Pelagian error of supposing that we can merit
salvation. The reward we elicit from God for works must be
congruous not condign. Congruum means that God freely, by grace,
ordains men having free will to merit reward by doing right (de gracia
sua ordinet creaturam liberi arbitrii ut propter observanciam liberam
rectitudinis mereatur premium).”> Man can have merit not of works
(ex operibus), but through works (per opera) of grace (nemo meretur
ex opere sed ex gracia preveniente).®® ‘A man deserves blessing ...
through prevenient grace ... a man does not deserve blessing because
of himself, but because of the prior provision of grace’.®’

It follows closely from an ontological definition of grace that it is
‘infused’ (dicitur triplex creata gracia vel infusa).®® Wycliffe never
departs from this orthodox schema and understanding. In his later
works, on the Pastoral Office and Trialogus, the same structure
stands: ‘grace is infused together with a compulsion of works’.%® ‘It
behoves Christ ... to fulfil the claims of righteousness, and of that of
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the sinner whom it becomes him to effect, imparting grace to him that
he may prove worthy of the divine assistance’.'™

Wycliffe then, for all the emphasis he places on faith and
Christology, as we noted above, never really breaks away from the
order of salvation inherited from his beloved Augustine.'”' For
Augustine, faith, although very important and pivotal, is inferior
since it is fixed on the earthly Jesus. This faith, then, incites the love
of God, moving man from inferiora to superiora, which love alone
can propergy embrace the righteousness which leads to final
beatitude.'"? It is true that Wycliffe does not structure an order of
salvation in that precise way. But Augustine’s position is implicit and
holds him firmly in its grip. Faith is the act of believing (sometimes a
believing habit of mind), the truth which is believed, and at
maturation faith which becomes perfect is wrought by charity. This
charity belongs necessarily to all who are true believers.'" Justifica-
tion then, is in the end, not sola fide but through following Christ,
through the imitation of Christ, that is, through love.'™

The third distinguishing feature of Wycliffe's doctrine of grace, all
the above not withstanding, is that it does contain recognizably
evangelical elements. Wycliffe’s view of faith has a steady strain of
assurance running through it. God bestows on man, a believer, a faith
unmixed with hesitation.'”™ ‘QOur faith assures that Christ is the
mediator between God and man’.'"® Again, Wycliffe’s practical
outworking of the doctrines of grace and Christ in the sacramental
practice of the church and the life of the individual believer is
emphatically relational and not so much ontological or even
epistemological. Satan’s sin is unforgiven because, amongst other
things, he refuses to repent.'”” The efficacy of the sign of the
Eucharist depends on the relationship of both the celebrant and the
recipient to Christ.!" A godly layman better and rightfully celebrates
the Eucharist than an impious priest.'™ Finally, against prevailing
church abuses, in doctrinal treatises and in practical exhortations
Wycliffe asserts the centrality of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection
above all else:

Had no such letters ever been dispensed, and had men depended
simply on the graciousness of Christ, it would have been better than at
present.!!

Teach the people that in Christ alone, and in his law and in his
members they should trust.'!!

It behoved Christ to suffer the most bitter passion for the salvation
of men ... Men attain to whatever happiness may be theirs by virtue of
Christ’s Passion.!!?

Satisfaction for sin cannot be made save by the death of Christ, so
therefore, the Apostles saith, *“We who are baptized into Christ Jesus
are baptized into his death."'"?

For our faith assures us that Christ is the mediator between God and
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man. Hence many are of the opinion that when prayer was directed
oniy to the middle person of the Trinity for spiritual help, the church
was more flourishing: made greater advances than it does now, when
many new intercessors have been found out and introduced.'™

Evaluation

That the evangelical elements in Wycliffe’s doctrine of grace are only
grafted onto his acceptance of the medieval schema is seen by his
failure to demolish the whole system of infused righteousness,
purgatory, and the like, in the way Luther did less than 140 years
further on. Formally Wycliffe has improved on Occam’s schema
(which in turn was an improvement on Aquinas in an attempt to
preserve human freedom),''> by reasserting with Augustine (and
Aquinas) the priority of prevenient grace. Thus, doing away with
Occam’s moral effort on the basis of natural ability, it is prevenient
grace which leads to effort and a consequent infusion of grace (infusio
gratiae) as an appropriate reward (meritum de congruoc). Following
this, moral co-operation (doing the best one can with the aid of grace)
finds its end in the reward of eternal life as an appropriate (not
‘just’—as with both Aquinas and Occam) due. Of course, the grace of
predestination as with nearly all the theologians of western Catholic-
ism ensured the end. But that Wycliffe still eventually, and
essentially, threw a man back onto his own efforts is seen in his
uncritical acceptance for the need of purgatory to finish the
purification of the believer’s being so as to facilitate entrance into the
divine presence.

Why did Wycliffe fail to grasp the full scope of evangelical faith?
Comparison with Luther and Calvin yields two reasons.

First, although Wycliffe commented on the bible,''® and is marked
by his preaching, he was not the biblical expositor that either Martin
Luther, Professor of Biblical Studies at Wittenberg, or John Calvin in
Strassburg and Geneva were. Wycliffe’s expositions in Latin are
thoroughly laced with philosophical theology. Unlike Luther he did
not:

beat importunely upon Paut {in Romans 1:17) ... at last by the mercy of
God meditating day and night I gave heed to the context of the words,
namely ‘in (the gospel) the righteousness of God is revealed, as it is
written, “he who through faith is righteous shall live”." There I began
to understand that the righteousness of God is that by which the
righteous live by a gift of God, namely by faith. And this is the
meaning: the righteousness of God is revealed by the gospel, namely
the passive righteousness with which merciful God justifies us by faith
... Here I felt that I was altogether born again and had entered
paradise itself. !’
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On the basis of this biblical discovery ‘that Jesus Christ is our
righteousness’, that justification is not so much something done to us
but outside of us for us, Martin Luther did not just fine-tune the
medieval system of grace, but demolished it. Purgatory, meritum de
congruo, infusio gratiae, justification by love—all go, to be replaced
by faith alone in Jesus Christ.

Wrycliffe’s doctrine of the death of Christ, like Anselm’s, was
fundamentally ontological, not relational. The satisfaction of the
righteousness of God was not as in the later protestant view of
forensic justification so much the placation of the anger of the
personal God, or, as in the classical theory of atonement the defeat of
personal forces arraigned against this God and his people, but a
restoration of rectitudo, or order to a universe in fundamental
ontological disarray due to the fall. A relational understanding of
atonement can accommodate the sofa fideism of Paul. But a basically
ontological outlook necessarily lays the stress on mankind moving
step-wise up the scale of the restoration of being until the beatific
engagement with Being itself is possible. 1t was Luther’s biblical and
therefore radical rethink about the death of Christ which moved him
from a philosophical to a relational view of grace.

Of course, Luther’s personal journey was not Wycliffe's. Wycliffe's
evangelical perceptions of Christ, such as they were. did give him
somewhat a priority of personal assured faith through the work of
Jesus Christ. Also, Luther as did Calvin inherited the textual and
investigative fruit of the Renaissance.

Calvin was to further develop Luther’s biblicism by doing away
with the Aristotelian inventio and loci method of exegesis used by the
old German and replace it with the exegetical method the church has
used ever since; a continuous exegesis and exposition of the language
of the bible, perspicua brevitas, because ‘language is the character
mentis’ '8

Secondly and concurrently, Wycliffe had an optimistic view of the
ability of philosophy to come to true conclusions about reality. As we
have already noted, his works are replete with it. Wycliffe accepted
the notion that proper philosophy, especially Aristotle’s, provided a
most useful and true prolegomena to understanding grace, and
particularly ‘the law of grace’, the Bible. Such requisites included
knowledge of universals, ‘the quiddity of time, and other accidents,
and how it is that accidents are nothing but dispositions formally
inherent in their subjects’, that God is an ‘everlasting ideal’, an
‘eternal existence, in his own genus, and a necessary antecedent’,
etc.'" The relational, the evangelical elements in his theology were
unable in the end to escape from the framework which natural
philosophy provided.'?*

A lot of history has to flow under the bridge before Luther can

assert that ‘Aristotle’s Ethics is the worst enemy of grace’,'*! and
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could crow, ‘our theology and St. Augustine are forging ahead
prosperously ... Little by little Aristotle is going down to the doom
everlasting and near at hand.’'?*

It is again Calvin who is to take this reforming ascendency of grace,
or the revelation of grace, over nature and turn it into an
epistemological principle which is characteristic not only of all true
theological thinking but of modern western science from Bacon
onwards.'?* Against the speculations of the Schoolmen Calvin asserts
that the basic theological method is not Quid est? ... sed qualis sit?
Not ‘What is God? Men who pose this question are merely toying
with idol speculations, it is far better for us to enquire “Of what kind
is he?”’'?* God ‘is shown to us not as he is in himself but as he is
towards us so that this recognition of him consists more of living
experience than in vain and high-flown speculation ... Indeed, with
experience as our teacher we find God just as he declares himself in
his word (quibus nobis describitur non quis sit apud se, sed qualis erga
nos ... experientia magistra, Deum, qualem se verbo declarat)’'*®
‘They do not apprehend God as he offers himself (qualem se offert),
but imagine him as they have fashioned him in their own
presumption.’'?® ‘God is comprehended in Christ alone.’'?’ ‘We
know no Christ except Christ clothed in his promises ... Christ
clothed with his gospel.”'?®

The first assertion about qualis sit replacing quid est Wycliffe would
reject outright. The second assertion about God being compre-
hended in Christ alone, Wycliffe, I think we have shown, accepts. On
the last assertion Wycliffe also failed, although he had a promising
start. In theory he agreed and spoke elegantly, evenly truly about
Jesus from the pages of the New Testament; but in practice he also
gave Christ another garment, designed by pagan philosophy, and
knitted and tailored by the giants of western catholic theology.

Thomas Cranmer was such an omnivorous reader, not only having
a private library greater than that of Cambridge university in his
under-graduate days, but also in later years a secretary to help with
his annotations, that the ‘tutors’ involved in the formation of his
evangelical theology can only be described en masse as the German
and Swiss reformation writers and more. As to any possible input
from Wycliffe, we do know from the remains of his library that
Cranmer had a Latin copy of Wycliffe’s Trialogus, printed in Basel
1525.' Significantly however, he does not cite Wycliffe in his
Defence of the Lord’s Supper. The debt Cranmer owes to the
continental reformation is clear. The Germans taught him justifica-
tion by faith and the Swiss the theology of the Lord’s Supper in
particular, and liturgy in general.!*

Although Cranmer had a biblical and not a canon law background
like his opponent Gardiner he was not a bible commentator. Neither
did he make any great contribution to theological thought.’*! But
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from the comparatively few writings he has left us it is plain that unlike
Wycliffe he gave no structural role to philosophy in his Christian
thinking. Cranmer’s arguments against transubstantiation are a good
case in point. They are biblical, patristic and based on common sense.
Philosophy is only adduced illustratively. In this way then he stands
with Luther and Calvin and not with his fellow national John
Wycliffe. If Cranmer inherited anything from Wycliffe it would have
been love of the bible, ‘spiritual eating’, and distaste for monarchical
papalism; but all that only indirectly and along the most tenuous
route from Oxford to Bohemia to Germany and the Swiss
confederation.'*? The most obvious spiritual ‘heirs’ in the English
reformation theology are at the end of the 16th century. Richard
Hooker and William Perkins, both biblicists and protestants, and on
different ‘sides’ on puritan issues, also have in common with each
other, and Wycliffe, philosophy as a necessary (explicitly or
implicitly) prolegomena to theological thinking. As it is Hooker and
Perkins, establishment and puritan, who in an obvious sort of way
stand as heads of the two major strains of English theology ever
since, the contemporary applicability of Wycliffe’s theological effort
is twofold: read your bible, and beware of Greeks bearing gifts. '3

ROBERT DOYLE is a lecturer at Moore Theological College, Sydney.
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