JOHN HUS: THE PRE-REFORMER (2)

Hus' themes were staunchly anti-clergy. His reputation for unblemished purity stood in
sharp contrast with the corruption and worldliness of the existing religious clergy,
especially in Bohemia. He denounced evil and immorality in the church. He once wrote,
"The church shines in its walls, but starves in its poor saints; it clothes its stones with
gold, but leaves its children naked." He held that Christ, not Peter, was the foundation of
church, and he taught, like Wyclif, that popes were not inerrant but some had been
heretics! One might describe Hus as Wyclif in action.

In his premier work, De Ecclesia, Hus followed Wyclif on several matters. He taught that
the Roman pope and cardinals were not the church. He held that, "Not every priest is a
saint, but every saint is a priest." E.H. Gillett summarized Hus' views on church
organization: "In the early church there were but two grades of office, deacon and
presbyter; all beside are of later and human invention. But God can bring back His
church to the old pattern." In following Wyclif, Hus consistently elevated the Bible over
church tradition and viewed it as the only binding principle of life. Even Wyclif's
teachings were only accepted when Hus found them in agreement with Scripture. These
were dangerous ideas to hold in the early 15th century, especially in the cultural,
religious, and political atmosphere of central Europe.

In 1408, Wyclif's Czech translations came under scrutiny from the Catholic hierarchy. In
1409, the archbishop of Prague became openly antagonistic toward both Wyclif and Hus.
By 1410, Pope Alexander V issued a papal bull ordering the surrender and burning of all
of Wyclif's writings. Hus refused to relinquish his copies and the archbishop
excommunicated him. His defied this order and continued preaching in Bethlehem
Chapel. Despite receiving support from the nobility, pressure was mounting. Yet, Hus
would not be deterred. In a lettr to the Pope, Hus stated that he was bound to speak the
truth and that he was ready to suffer a dreadful death, rather than declare something
contrary to the will of Christ. That same year he antagonized the pope when he publicly
denounced the selling of indulgences in order to finance a crusade against the king of
Naples.

By 1412 Hus' preaching had alienated him from the archbishop, the university, and the
clergy. At the advice of the king, Hus withdrew from Prague. His popularity grew as he
continued preaching in the fields, forests, and marketplaces of southern Bohemia. About
this time he wrote that for one, "to cease from preaching, in obedience to the mandate of
the pope or archbishop, would be to disobey God and imperil his own salvation." Czech
sentiment remained with him, but Hus' writings and reputation began to draw negative
attention across Europe.

In 1414, the Council of Constance began. Sigismund (king of the Romans and heir to the
throne of Bohemia) convinced Hus to appear before the Council and guaranteed his safe
conduct to Constance and back. Hus could have remained in Bohemia under the
protection of many loyal princes, but he was hoping his arguments would be heard and
was willing to be convinced if proven wrong. It was his goal to confirm his beliefs with



the truth. He once wrote, if anyone can "instruct me by the sacred Scriptures or by good
reasoning I am willing to follow him. From the outset of my studies, I have made it a rule
to joyfully and humbly recede from a former opinion when in any matter I perceive a
more rational opinion" His would not get this opportunity at Constance.

Almost immediately upon his arrival -- despite the guarantee of safety -- Hus was sent to
prison on Nov. 25, 1414. He was interrogated, abused, and fell ill. During his lengthy im-
prisonment, he was deprived of all books including the Bible. He was tried on several
counts related to his embrace of Wyclif's writings. The Council repeatedly aligned Hus
with

the already regarded, though dead, heretic Wyclif. Among the final charges levied
against him was that he defended Wyclif as a good Christian, salvation did nto depend on
the pope, and only God Himself could excommunicate someone from the church.

Several attempts were made to get Hus to recant. He refused them all. His final sentence
came on July 6, 1415. At the sentencing, he was placed on a high stool in the middle of
the church and sentenced to death. The chronicler of the events noted that they placed a
hood over his head, with pictures of the devil and the word "heresiarch" (a leader of
heretics), then committed his soul to the devil. His responded, "And I commit myself to
the most gracious Lord Jesus."

In a letter written the night before his sentencing, Hus prayed that if his death would
contribute anything to God's glory, then he might be able to meet it without fear. Hands
bound behind his back, Hus was chained to the stake. Wood and hay were piled up to his
chin. Rosin was sprinkled on it. He was given one last chance to recant and be set free.
Bravely, he refused and said, "I shall die with joy today in the faith of the gospel which I
have preached." As they lit the flames around him he sang out twice, "Christ Thou Son of
the Living God, have mercy upon me." He died singing and praying.
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