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ABSTRACT

Determiningthe orthodox Catholicchurch to be corrupt and therefore unfit for

the mission of saving souls, the Lollards (also known as Wycliffites),a movement

based on the teachings of the OxfordprofessorJohn Wycliffe, created a new

movementof preaching and teachingthat would, in their eyes, rectify the problemsof

the church. The key term in their movementwas the word "simple." To the Lollards,
'.

being simpleof soul, body, dress, and worship would allow for the greatest possible

understandingof the Bible and of God's teachings. They lookydfor everyday,

ordinary people to go out and preach the word of G09' refusing to discriminate

between the clerical class and commoners. Becauseof the focus on everyday people,

it was imperativeto the Wycliffitesthat the Bible be translated into vernacular

English. The standard languageof Scripture and of Church dealings was Latin, which

/ .
no one withoutchurch or universitytraining could understand. The church felt that

the Bible should remain in Latin, as there was no way to assume that such "simple"

people- people whom the church felt to be lacking in intellectualbackground.

undcrstanding.etc. - would be ablc to interprctScripture properly, and that the

translationofthc Bible into the vernacularwould therefore result in an cnormous risc

in hcrcsics. Thc Wycliffites,despite objcctions. translatcd the Biblc, and used that as

an aid to thcir prcaching. Bccauseof the Lollard moycment. the so-callcd "simplc"

peoplc wcre sccn as being a worthwhileobjcct of cyangelical cfforts. and as haying a

messagc worth listcning to.



"The 'Simple' Life: Wycliffite Hermeneutics
in the Late Fourteenth Century"

"So now in pese daies]Jei shewenhemfaynet loueresand
vntnve childrenofCrist]Jatpursuensymplepeplefor pei walde

Ierne, rede and techepe lawe ofgode in here modertonge. ,,(

I. LOLLARDOBJECTIONSTO THE CHURCH

Arguing for the right to the Bible into English,an anonymousLollard

writercomplained of the persecutionof the church which, in his eyes, was,

undeserved.2 Believing the clergy of the contemporarychurch to be corrupt, "untrue

childrenof Christ," he bewailed the mistreatmentof "simple" people, people whose

only crime in his eyes was that they wishedto spread the word of God in their own

language. ':Simple" people were,.for the author, the oppositeof the church; in the

hermeneuticalmodel shared by the Lollards,to be simple was to live rightly and to

have access to scriptural truths; indeed, the whole of Wycliffitehermeneutics-

specificallythe model of Biblical interpretation- can be understoodas hinging upon

that one, "simple" word.

The Lollards had some very basic critiques about the church as a whole. They

felt that the church had forgottenthe teachingsof the Gospels,and instead used its

incrediblepower to amass status.authority - cvcrythingthat an organization

whose sole purpose was supposed to be the promulgationof the word of God should

not be doing. The mission of preachingand teaching had tccn forgottcn,and when it

1 "Biblical Translation:' 109.
: For thc purposcs of this papcr. "Wyc1iflitc"and "Lollard" will bc uscd synOn)lllously. It should also
bc noted that thc gendered language is thc result ofthc author's inabilityto discover any cvidcncc that
would lead her to think that this. or indeed most otherlcxts citcd herc. may have bcen \\Tittenby
womcn. Masculinc pronounswill thercforc bc used.,



was not entirely lost, it was carried out improperly. For one thing, very few of the

people to :vhom the priests were supposedto preach and minister could understand

Latin, and therefore understood little of the meaningof the Scriptures that were being

.said. Beyond that, when they preached, the sermons, in the Wycliffite'view,had

become overly ornate or elaborate, so filled with stories,jokes and the like that it was

difficult to get to the true message of the Gospels. Preaching,felt the Wycliffites,was

a way to teach and spread the word of God, and emphaticallynot a theatrical

performance:

The two elementsof the traditionalchurch service to which Lollards
attached importancewere the readings from the bible and the sermon.
Sermons which did not ground themselvesin the words of scripture,
and essentially in the gospelsand epistles,were of no value; the friars'
habit of using fables, poetry,or chroniclesas major ingredients in their
homilies,hoping thereby to win popular interest and applause, was to
be deplored. .

Time in church that was spent performingthe rituals ofthe Mass or in the

entertainmentof the masses was time that was wasted. Anythingextraneous, that is,

anything that was not directly meant to teach an understandingof the Scripture,was to

be deplored and abandoned. .

Also reviled was the practice of glossing, the side notes that often accompanied

manuscripts,and especially common in manuscriptsof Bibles or the Gospels. They

were not indiscriminatelyopposed to glossingas a whole, but rather to the practiceof

glossing in a way that would obscure or interpret the Scriptures. Thus, anything

resemblingthe aforementionedfables of the priests was \\Tong,as was anythingthat

would impose the interpretationsof humans.or otherwiseobscure God's word. i\lore

, Hudson RcJimn'1tion.196. Emphasis in 0figinaL
.,
-'



\
I

- than one line of Pierce the Plowman'sCrede was devoted to anger at the practice:

"Wip glosingeof godspellspei Godes worde turnep...,,,4 "pei" in this instance,

/"Ireferringto the clerical (especiallyfraternal)practitionersof glossing. Lollardsfelt

that inappropriateglossing"turned" the word of God into somethingelse, into

somethingwhere the main thrust of the messagein questionwas no longer based upon

God's word, but rather on human interpretation. Such human interpretationwas not

truly needed,and God's grace would provideample understandingto any who was

pure, open, and willing to learn the word of God.5 When they did gloss, Lollards

tend.edtoward simple explanationsand many references to the teachingsof Augustine

and otherchurch patriarchs.6

Along with the glossingand the church's overall corruption,Wycliffite writers

complainedof the unchristiantreatment to which the church subjected those that were

perceivedto be its enemies. WilliamThorpe,called by ArchbishopArundel in 1407

to answer to charges of heresy,preachingwithoutali'cense,etc., gives a bitter

indictmentof the church's treatmentof the so-called heretics:

But, poru3 her olde and her newe vnschamefastsynnes, pese tirauntis
and enemyesof trupe'schullen be so blyndidand obstinate in yuel pat
pei schullen gessenhemsilf to don plesyngsacrifice to pe lord'God in
her maliciousand \\Tongfulpursuyng and destroiyngof innocent men
and wymmensbodies, which men and wymmen for hei vertues
lyuynge, and for her trewe knowlechyngoftrupe, and for her pacient.
wilful and glad suffryngeof persecuciounfor ri3twisnesse.deseruen
poru3 pe grace of God to ben eiris of pe eendles blis of heyene.7

4 Pierce the Ploll'lIhlll'sCredc 585. qtd. in Hudson Premature. 275.
This is an important point that will be discussed in detail later in the paper.

6 See especiallythe sections of Biblicalglossing in Hudson's Selections. where multiple examples are
2ivcl1 and worth a full examinationelsewhere.
'=" --

Thorpe. 28.

-+



Thorpe describes the persecution of himself and other Lollardsas though they were

the victims of a sort of ritual sacrifice, an interestingcharge to level at the church,

given that Christiansas a whole have never allowed any sort of animal or human

sacrifices to be made in worship (or at any other time for that matter). He even talks

of the sufferingsof the Wycliffitesin a very Christ-like way: they are "innocent" men

and women living in the pursuit of "high virtues" who suffer their persecutiongladly,

thus becoming martyrs who have thus earnedthe rewardsof heaven. The clergy are

likened to tyrants, giving them a higher positionof societal power (howeverabused

that power may be) than anyone ever should have who supposedly lives their life in

imitation of Christ's ways and ministeringin Christ's church. This charge therefore

lies at the foundationof Wycliffiteobjectionsto the church; the church is describedas

being overly powerful, corrupt, and blindedby their own false interpretationsand

conclusions to be able properly to ministerthe word of God.

II. THE CALL FOR REFORM AND THE "SIMPLE"

The Wycliffitehermeneuticalmodel proposedto rectify these problems. The

WycliffitecalI for rcfonn. and specificallythc model hern1cncuticsdccmed it

ncccssary that all things be. simply put. simple. This mcant simplicity in cvcrything.

Thcy wantcd church walls to be barc. frce of images that might distract thc mind from

prayer and the contemplationof God. Salvationwas thought to rest almost solely in

the word of God and bascd on Scripture(though baptismwas usuallya rcquirementas

well). rather than in the complicatedtraditionsofthc Roman Catholic Church. Pricsts

5
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were meant to preach, a duty that took on almost sacramental importance. Not only to

preach,but specifically they were to preach in the vernacular, as that would allow the
..

simplepeople to whom they preachedto understandwhat they were hearing. As

simple,uneducatedpeople knew no Latin, no Latin should be used. Furthermore, the

Scripturesshould also be availableto everyone, but in the vernacular,not Latin. The

ideal preacherfor the Wycliffiteswas not the stereotype of the ornamented, tithe-

collecting,corrupted representativeof the church as often depicted in the anti-fraternal

literatureof the time, but rathera simple man - or woman, even, something unheardof

at that time - who was open and true and humble in all possible ways: "Betere is a'

pore man gynge in his sympilnesse,than a riche man in schrewidweies... He that goith

. be saaf; he that goith bi weiwardweies, schal falle doun onys,,8 The

ideas of "simpleness" and shrewdnessare put here into direct opposition,as are poor

and rich; being poor and simple is obviously preferable.This was important, as for the

Wycliffites,anyone could be a preacher who had a basic understandingGod's word

and was a good person: "euery man and euery woman being in good lyf oute of synne

is as good prest and hath [as] muche poar of God in al thing as ony prest ordred, be he

pope or bishop.',9 In theory, the preacher need have no training, no church backing, no

Latin, no actual knO\l'/edgeper se of much of anything. Rather, a preacher needed

only to be simple, true-hearted,and open, and the grace of God would allow for all

necessaryunderstandingto enter. The preachercould then work from that inner
,.-

knowledge,and from knowledgeof the Scriptures,to teach Scriptural

qtd. in Cigll13n486
o Confession. 35.

6



interpretationwas not an isslie for the Lollards as it was for the church, and they felt

no need to develop a hermeneuticalmodel of exegesis that would give way to

"correct" or orthodox view of the words. The view could be summed up in the

followingstatementthat specificallydescribes the phenomenonof inspired

interpretation:

And he hap nede to lyue a dene lif and be ful deuout in preiersand
haue not his wit ocupied aboute worldli pingis, pat pe Holi Spiryt,
autour of wisdom and kunnyng and trupe, dresse him in his werk and
suffre him to for to erre.10

If one were a true, open, simple person, then by the grace of God, Scripturecould be

understood,apparentlywith no problem whatsoever. Furthermore,even if one did err,

the Spirit would allow the erring of a good, open, pure soul, rather than punish it.

The choice of the word "simple" as a keyword in their conceptionsof proper

Christianitywas no accident for Wycliffeand his followers. As one critic, Gloria

Cigman, comments:

while Lollardpolemicdoes not invent vocabulary, it certainlyusurps,
some conceptsfor its own purposes. In projecting themselvesas the
few true men among the false many, and as manifestationsoflight
confrontingthe darknessof sin, the Lollardsalso appropriatethe
commonplaceepithets 'simple' and 'pore.' 11

Claiming word "simplc" as a sort of totcm was in many ,,:ays stratcgy

for thc Lollards. though not without a'drawback or two. Whilc Wycliffitcscould usc

thc word to point simultancouslyto many of thc qualitics they found important in

ministersof any kind. it was not a word without somc negativcconnotationsas well.

connotationsthat could be uscd against them. Though thc WyclifTitcsvauntcd thc

", Prolo!Cur.71.
11 C - 4S"IgI11311. c _ •

7



idea of "simpleness" as implying the many Christ-likethings in a person's character

that would render him/her fit for God and God's word and ministry, the churchcould

take the same word and point out its flaws, such as the lack of intelligenceor learning

therein implied.
,/

There are eight definitions of the word "simple" in the Oxford English

Dictionary (OED) that have relevance to the Wycliffitecontroversy and which arise

early enough to be applicable. I have divided them here into connotations that would

apply to the Wycliffites' conceptionsof themselvesand the Catholic conceptionsof
)

the same. The positivedefinitions are as follows:

---_ ......._- ...._---._-

1: Free from duplicity,dissimulationor guile; innocent and harmless;
undesigning,honest, open, straightforward. (citations in OED go back
to 1220, include citation of 1382 WycliffiteBible "be 3e war as

-serperitis, and symple as dowues")
2: Free from,'devoidof, pride, ostentation,or display; humble,
unpretentious. (first citation 1290)
3: Free from elaborationor artificiality;artless, unaffected;plain,
unadorned. (1330)
4: Of persons, or their origin: Poor or humble in condition; oflow rank
or position;undistinguished,mean, common. (1290)
6: Of persons or their attire: Not markedby any eleganceor grandeur;
very plain or homely. (1362)
11: With nothing added; consideredor taken by itself; pure.
bare; single. (1340)

All of these definitionshave positi:veconnotationsand apply directly to the conception

of the ideal Lollardpreacher and to the Lollard hermeneuticalmodeJtofsimpleness.

opennessand clear understanding. i\10re importantly.all nearly all of the definitions

are negative: that is. they imply a lack of some specific thing rather than the presence

of it. By describingthe ideal prcacheras "simplc:' the Wycliffitescould not only

describe the type ofpreachcr that they felt should be out prcaching - one that is

8



guileless, humble, unaffected, poor, pure, and open - but could also, with the same

word, illustrate the problems they saw with the Catholic prelates, who were perceived

as being: "prowde, enuyous, malicious, coueitous, lecherous and opere ful vicious

wordis and werkis" to use the hostile words of William Thorpe.12

Two connotationsalso come up in the OED that date from pre-

Wycliffite times. These two words seem to imply something less'than the honest,

poor preacher that the Lollards esteem so greatly. Rather, these definitions lean more

towards having the meanings that orthodox thinkers gives the word "simple" when

discussing reasons that "simple" men are not fit for preaching or Scriptural

interpretation:

8: Poor, wretched, pitiful,_dismal. (13..)
9: Deficient in knowledge or learning; characterized by a certain lack
of acuteness or quick apprehension. (1382)

,
The last meaning cited, definition number nine, is the one where the OED cites the

Prologue to the Wycliffite Bible: "to a symple man wip Goddis grace and greet

trauail...."13 This is extremely interesting because this is one of the only altogether

negative definitions of the word, so why assume that this was the definition that the

Wycliffites would have meant in the seminal justification of their translation work?

The complexity inherent in the word is immediatelyapparent. There are two

.possibilities for this. One: quite simply. the OED is misinterpreting. Two: this is the

intended definition or meaning that the author was thinking of when he \\Tote the cited

piece. The idea that this might be the specific definition meant by the author would be

I: Thorpe. 44.
j1 ProI0g.ue.68. The qU0te will t>e C\3mined in det3il t>dow.

9



quite intriguing,as it would point to the idea that the Lollardscan tum Catholicanti­

Wycliffite rhetoric around by claiming even the negativespresent in the word. These _

negative connotationswould seem to say that the preachersand other membersof the

Lollard movementwould be unable to performtheir functionsproperly or with

understandingenough to preach and teach the Gospel with appropriate clarity and

understanding,somethingthat the orthodox clergy commentedon, sometimesin very

'virulent language. Catholic rhetoric does point out the anti-intellectualaspect of

Lollard thought, highlightingsort of precariousposition the Lollards'are in when

relying on a spiritual force to interpret things for them. Yet for the Wycliffites,even

the idea of being "deficient in knowledge" could be considereda worthwhile,even

desired state (though it seems at first to be very disturbing),because it w0l!ld allow the

work of the preacher, translator, or whomeverto acknowledgethat his/her learning,

ability, interpretations,etc., came from the grace of God and from pursuinga life of

simple virtue, rather than from the learningvaunted by the church and thought by the

clergy to be necessary to "proper" Biblical interpretation.

III. THE ROLE OF THE PREACHER

Preachingwas the most importantduty that every priest should perfornl.

almost to the exclusion of anything else. As many Wycliffitesdenigrated or outright

10
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rejectedthe importanceof the sacraments,the clergy was freed to preach.14 They

were quite specific on this,' in Hudson's view:

there is completeunanimityamongst the Lollardsabout the primary
functionof all the clergy: this is the preaching of the gospel to all and,
in so far as it contributesto that but no further, the study of the Bible...
This duty is imposedon all Christians,accordingto Lollard thought,
but the obligationfalls particularlyon the clergy.15

Accordingto this statement, the study of the Bible is only important insofar as it
\

would help the preacher to understandand furtherdisseminate the word of God. To

spend more time on it or study it for the sake of anything other than preaching seems

\
to be considered wrong in some way. Also, there is again an emphasis on preaching

being a duty for every10newho is Christian,and that everyone is otherwise unspecified.

This potentiallyallows for both men and women, as well as peopleof every station in

society, to be permitted to preach. Ideas such as this were behind the emergenceof

figures like plowmenas sourcesof spiritual informationand guidance;Piercethe

Plowman's Crede is a particularlygood illustrationof this trope, and one with obvious

Lollard leanings.

The Wycliffiteswere thus concernedfirst and foremostwith the act of

preaching.and the idea appearsconstantlyin their \\Titings: "prestis weren not

ordeyned to sey massis or mateynes.but onli to teche and preche pe worde of God."

for example.16 They believed.as said. that the primary duty of all men in the clergy

was to preach. Failure to preach was considered an act of negligenceon par with

14 Numeroussources attest to these views. though a full exploration of those views and their
consequencesneed be done elsewhere. For some interestingtestaments. see "Twelve Conclusionsof
the Lollards" from Hudson.Selections.

Hudson Prcm,1tllrc. 354.
16 "Sixteen Points:' 19.

I I



sacrificingthe souls of the men and women of their parish. Furthermore, the idea of

simplicity in all things was again important. In opposition to the lazy, rich priests who

failed to do anythingother than collect their tithes, the Wycliffitesvaunted their ideal

of the simple priest who would preach to laypeopleand thus repair the errors of the

orthodox clergy:

Right so it farep nowadayes,whoso takep good heed. per ben semple
prestes pat prechennow Goddes lawe faste aboute, porou3 grace of
God, to plese hym wip and profite of his peple, and to maken him
knowenamong his peple per he hap be longe hid porou3 necligenceof

, d Id I' ,17curahs an wor e 1 ocupaclOn.

Preaching, specificallythe new preaching style now happening,would allow for

openness in the word of God, rather than in a sort of "hiddenness" that the Lollards

felt to be a factor in orthodox preaching. This author tells people that "simple priests

tharnow preach God's law" all around can profit the people and by so doing, please

the Lord. Beginningwith a phrase that announces that with the coming of this new

style of preachers and preaching,things fare "right so" nowadays, the author talks of

the preacherswho tell others about God's law in a way that will aid them in

understandingthe word of God. Additionally,they will make up for the negligence

shown by the clergy in their failure to preach and in their worldly occupation.

Wycliffites seemed to view these preachers as a new order of priest. one

ordaincd by Christ rathcr than by the church. As such. they would not be subject to

the rulcs and orders of the orthodox church. but instcadwould reccivedominion by

gracc: their right living in accordancewith Scripturalprinciplcsconfinns their

spiritual authority. For thcm. this sccms to haH clcarcd thcm of any thoughts of thc

i- Sermon 4 '220-5. From Cigm3n 483)

12



heresy alleged by the church, and gave them a higher calling. In one thought by

Thorpe, Lollardpreachers are figuredas the true disciples of Christ:

Euery preest pan whos presthode Crist appreuep knowip weI and
confessip in word and in werk pat a dissciple owip not to be aboue his
maistir, but it suffisipto a dissiple to be as his maistir, symple, pore,
and meke and pacient.18

The wanderingLollard preachersfelt that they were approved by Christ in their

priesthood,which has slightly higherconnotationsthan the word "preacher." Indeed,

by the sheer fact of their preaching,they were already priests: "true preachers of

God's law... [are] necessarilypriestsby virtue of the office ofpreaching.,,19Priests

would be charged with the teachingand salvation of souls. Teachingpeople about the

word of God was the first and foremost,and really only, thing that needed to be done.

Furthermore,having been ordained by Christ meant that they served him and

not a Roman pontiff, and therefore,being proper servants, had different requirements

of habit. The writer lists severaldesired characteristicsof preachers,specifically

saying that it "suffices" that a preacher/discipleof Christ be 'simple, poor, meek and

"Simple" is somewhatof a synonym to all the other traits in this list. and

thus placed in the primary position,being of extreme importance.

IV. THE Ii\IPORTANCEOF VERNACULARSCRIPTURE

Howc\"cr.the importanceof prcaching residednot only in the person of the

preachcr.but also in the words of the prcachcr. Whcn trying to disscminatethe word

of God. it was of primary importancethat the audiencebe able to understandwhat

il.
1

0
Fletcher.

\



they were hearing. For this Wycliffites insisted that the Bible translated

into English for the benefit of the unlearnedcommon people that were the object of

the Wycliffite mission. TheJranslation was in fact completed,despite heavy debate

and many obstacles. In the words of the writer of the Prologueto the Wycliffite Bible:

"sipen at the bigynnyngof feip so manie men translatiden into Latyn and to greet

profyt of Latyn men, lat 00 symple creature of God translate into English for profyt of

English men!,,20 Knowingthat the Latin Bible was itself a translation, it only made

sense to the Lollards to translate it once more into a languagewhich would actually

help the laity understandwhat they were hearing. The translator counterintuitively

-
proclaims himself to be a simple creature, something repeated often throughout the

Prologue and, as said earlier, places himself in the light of all the implications that the

tenn "simple" has.

In the present day where we are accustomedto many translations of the Bible

available for every possible wish, it's difficult to imagine that there could be any

objections to such an aim. Yet the English Catholic Churchvehemently opposed

translation. They feared that by giving easy access to the Scripture to essentially

anyone. the whole structure·of society would collapse. The Wycliffites, on the other

hand. felt that Scripture should be available to anyone and everyone who

access to it. in order to spread learning and understandingthroughoutEngland.21

Illiterate people could not understand Latin. and therefore had little or no knowledge

:" "Prologuc:' il.
:1 "Lcaming" is obviously a \'c:xcd t,ml whcn dcaling with a group that is so avowcdly anti-intellectual.
The distinction is that thc Wycliflites wishcd to spread tht type of learning that would help peoplc to
understand the Scriptures as they arc. and thus furthcr them in their faith only. They scem to have been
against decidedly more intellectual pursuits. or rather an)1hingthat would makc 3 person less "simple."

14



of the content of the prayers they said, the Masses they attended,or anythingwith

regardsto the church that was not elucidatedfor them in vernacular sermons. Despite

his universitytraining, when put on trial for heresy by the ArchbishopArundel,

WilliamThorpe wrote of his reliance on his Scripturalknowledgeand the goodnessof

God to help him in his defense:

And also I preiede God for his goodnesseto 3eue me panne and alwei
grace to speke wip a meke and an esy spirit, and, whateuerping pat I
schulde speke, pat I mi3te haue perto treWle autorite of scriptureor open
resoun.22

When arguing against the Archbishopof Canterburyand trying to prove the

correctnessof his ideas over the orthodoxstance of the church, Thorpe's major

argumentationaids were grace, humility,open reason and the Scripture. An English

version of the Scripturewould then be importantfor others who, lackingThorpe's

education,would not have the Latin to read it in the "learned" language. Thorpe,

meanwhile,was left in the paradoxicalpositionof leaningheavily on the learninghe

otherwiserepudiated in order to save himself.

One of the academics in the debate over Biblicaltranslation was Richard

Ullerston.an Oxford colleagueof Wycliffe. Ullerstonwas highly involvedin the

translationdebate. arguingthat Scripturaltranslationinto the vernacularshould be

pennitted. Despite this. however. his orthodoxywas seeminglynever called into

question (possibly becausehe was addressingthe question in Latin in an academic

debate. something theoreticallypennitted by church authorities).makinghim

:: Th0rpC. 36-37.
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extremely interestingwheI} consideringthe issue ofvemacular translation.23 He set up

his discussion of the translationquestion as a sort of debate between two fictional

academics, though he seems to give more rational sense to the pro side of the debate.

Because of his discussion of both sides of the issues in a fairly concise, yet detailed

manner, Ullerston's views make compellingmaterial for examination.

When it comes to arguingfor translation, Ullerston makes a case that, in a

typical Wycliffitemove (perhapssurprising from someone of ostensiblyorthodox

views), comes in part directly from the Bible, rather than from church tradition. He

can therefore claim Scriptural authority, rather than the authorityof orthodox clergy,a

move that makes sense given it is the clergy who so vehemently oppose translation.

For Ullerston, the 'defense of translation runs roughly as follows:

[he] positions his defense as an inquiry into the history of pastoral
theology and the vernacular from the destruction of Babel (when the
learned and vernacular languages become differentiated)
onwards... Ullerstoncan find no signs that either vernacular instruction
derived from the Bible or Bible translationitself have ever been
forbidden. No more can he see anything about English itself that
renders it an unsuitablevehicle for such translation: translation is
always out of more into less prestigious languages;English cannot
properly be called "barbarous"; and the limitations in its vocabularyare
solved by borrowing.24

Ullerston focuses instead on Biblical history and on the English languageitself as a

vehicle for Scriptural understanding. He discusses the tower of Babel and the

resulting destructionand differentiationof learned and vernacular languages.which

:, Colc and Somerset.
:J \\"atson. 845. The original containsmanuscript notes which were not included to increase case of
reading. Those interested should refer to his article. Actual quotationsarc Watson's words. translating
and summarizing Ullerston's positionsas expressed in the manuscripts.

16



would be the absoluteorigin (in Scripture)of a debate over the vernacularas a proper

arena for translation. Looking closelyat the Scripturalhistory after that, he does not

find anythingthat makes him think that vernaculardisseminationof the word of God,

through either the Scriptures themselvesor throughpreachingand teaching,has been

forbiddenanywhere in the Bible. In responseto charges that English would be an

unsuitablelanguagefor translation,he sees no truth in such assertions. English is not

as prestigiousor learned a languageas is the Latin he is writing in, but it is equally not

"barbarous" or unfit for such a task, and the problemsencounteredin the lack of

proper lexicon can be fixed by borrowingfrom the Latin.

Ullerston's summation of the orthodoxviews againstBible translation is

interestingbecause in its blatant overstatingof the Catholicside, it is possible to

understandboth sides of the debate relativelyclearl1,as though part of his defenseof

translation is contained in his supposedargumentsagainst it:

Since translation can only be of the literal sense of Scripture,which, so
far as the Old Testamentis concerned,has ceased to apply, it should
not be attempted; since logicaland philosophicaltenninology does not
exist in the vernacular,any attempt to translate these must be
incomprehensible... Translation into the mother tongue will allow any
old woman (vetu/a) to usurp the office of teacher, which is forbiddento
them (since all heresies,accordingto Jerome,come from women); it
will bring about a world in which the laity prefers to teach than to learn.
in which women (muliercu/ae)talk philosophyand dare to instruct men
- in which a countrybumpkin (rusticus) will presume to teach.
Translationwill also deprivegood priests of their prestige. If
everythingis translated,learning, the liturgy.and all the sacraments
will be abhorred; clericsand theology itself will be seen as useless by
the laity; the clergy will wither: and an infinityof heresieswill erupt.
Even the laity will not benefit.since their devotion is actually improved
by their lack of understandingof the psalms and prayers they say.

, Translationwill mcan the dcmise of a major component in the unity of
Christendom. the Latin language. And evcn if these argumentsdo not
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convince,translationought to be banned simplyon the grounds that
most clerics think it should be - as many of them have said personally
to the disputant.25

Ullerston writes in a satiricatmode, no doubt, but in doing so raises nearly all of the

salient orthodox points in the debate. He claims that the churchbelieves that the

English language will be able to translateonly the literal words of the Bible, but in

translating these words, it will somehownot accuratelyconvey the truth behind them.

Ullerston begins by saying that translationcan only be literal but that literal meanings

no longer apply. He applies this to the Old Testament,which, after the comingof

Christ, no.Jongerapplies to Christians in the literal sense and must therefore be

interpreted to be correctly understood. It should be noted here that the main reason

Biblical translation was such a volatile issue on both sides actuallyhad nothing

whatsoever to do with the literal meaningof the words and phrasescontained in the

Scriptures, either in the Old or New Testaments. The concern was rather over the

resulting interpretationsand various misunderstandings,errors and heresies that could

result from an incorrect translation. However,because interpretationwas something

that. for the church, requiredtraining rather than the opennessof simple people,

having the Bible availableto cvcryonc in the vcrnacularmeant that the possibilityof

incorrcct intcrprctations.regardlcssof whctheror not thcy were a result of incorrcct

translation. was cxtraordinarilyhigh.

Furthennorc. as the languagc for argumcntation("logical and philosophical

tenninolou\''') docs not exist in Enulish to the cxtcnt thatit does in latin. an\'.

Watson. 843. The originalcontains manuscriptnotes \\ hich were not includedto increase ease of
reading. Those interestedshould refer to his article. Actual quotationsare \\'atson's words. translating
and summarizing Ullerston's positionsas opressed in the manuscripts.
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translationwill automaticallybe so faulty as to hinder understanding (even if one

discounts the possibilityof heretical thinking). Translation always comes with a set of

problems like the ones mentioned,but these particularproblems seem not to have been

remarkedupon in earlier eras of biblical translation. Many of the people who urged

translationcommentedon this, noting that Jerome had no qualms about his translation

into Latin from the original Greek and Hebrew.26

The translationproblems have many further social and political implications,

as they directly feed not only into biblical interpretation,but specificallyinto how the

interpretationis done, who is allowed to interpret it, and what the consequencesare of

that interpretation. Many of these fears are so intertwinedthat it is difficult to

enumeratethem individually. They all seem to have a common base, which is to say

that that Biblical translationwill lead to a disruptionor
\-r

dissolutionof the dominantsocial hierarchy.

One of the biggest questions is over who is allowed to teach or interpret the

Bible. The Wycliffitesfelt that it was the duty of everyone(broadly interpreted) to

preach. Ullerstonexpresses the fear of the Church in particular over the idea of

women teaching; Jerome (often cited by both sides in the translation debates)

contributeshere the idea linking women and the spread of heretical ideas; women are

seen as naturally unfit for philosophicaland thought and are therefore

unable to teach properly. though they.no doubt would - specifically frighteningis the

idea that women might dare to instructmen. some of whom may then be able to

::'- Scc W:1tson for :1 list of such commcnts.
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become clergy and thus aid in the spreadof the women's heretical ideas.27 Also

disturbing is the idea that a rustic,country man might try to preach and teach others of

belief and their proper roles in society. This, of course, forcefullybrings to mind the
."

trope of Piers Plowmanand all of its imitators, featuringthe namesakerustic plowman

-
whose simple teachings form the core of the story. Though Piers Plowmanwas, at its

heart, profoundlyconcernedwith keeping the social hierarchy,others with more

openly Wycliffiteleanings,such as Pierce the Plowman's Crede, were not. The main

fear underlyingall of this is that the church would lose its place as the repositoryof

knowledge and that the Estatessystem of medieval society would cease to exist.

Giventhat it held such supremepower in the Middle Ages, it is perhaps

understandablethat the churchwould not want to see too much dissent or rebellion,or

indeed anythingthat would give the Third Estate of plowmanand the like any power.

Underlyingthe fears of plowmanpreachersand teachers is an orthodox

hermeneuticalconcpm that the laity, when given the Bible to read, would no doubt

interpret the vernacular Bible wrongly,regardlessof what languageit was. It is

surprising that such a concern is not more explicit in Ullerston's reading,especially

given the church's incrediblycomplex methodsof exegesisof the church. and of the

training requiredby the church for a clergymanto be allowed to interpretthe Bible at

all. So church fears on this subjectmake sense: not only. in the church's view. would

untrained laypeoplemake many errors if they tried to understandScriptu-re.these

could naturallygive rise to heresy. Furthennore. the argumentgoes that the laity are

Hawisia mcntioncd carlicr in relation to her hercsy trial. was one ofthc womcn who madc
such fears a reality rather than a theorcticalcxcrcisc.
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actually betteroff if they do not understandthe Latin prayers that they recite, or

anythingelse in the church. This is an unbelievableclaim, and possibly has a basis in

Ullerston's distaste of the idea that the laity should not be able to educate themselves

on mattersof such supreme importance. Ullerston thereforeexpresses in

characteristicallycaustic terms the belief that people outside the church should not

know what the basis is for the rituals so much a part of their daily life.

Strangely,the idea that people should not understandchurch affairs sort of

parallels the Wycliffiteprivilegingof a lack of intellectual skill in preachers; though

rather than assuming that the grace of God will fill the holes of understanding,

Ullerstonwrites of the Church's claim that a lack of understandingwill improvethe

laity's devotion,being their emotional/affectivebeliefs in Christianity, which seems

more importantthan intellectualknowledge. The main idea seems to be that

representativesof the church regarded themselvesas the infallible keepers of

Scripturalknowledge,keepers who would have to explain Biblical matters to the

populace for their own good. This last idea of the infalliblechurch is supportedby

anotherorthodox commentator,William Butler. who claimedthat such problemsare

unavoidable: "since the clouding of the human intellect at the Fall, only the elite have

had access to clear thinking... a truth that demands that the Scripture be kept from the

"populus vulgaris,'·28 Becausepost-lapsarian."simple" humansare unable to

understandthe Bible. it falls to the "elite" - the clergy - understand it for them.

The orthodox method of Biblical interpretationat the time followed a four-fold

model. an adaptationof the methodof Augustine. Part one was the literal sense. part

". Watson.
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two, the spiritual-doctrinal(or allegorical)sense; part three, the moral sense; and part

four, the anagogic sense, which looks for revelationsof Heavenand the afterlife.29

The literal sense was consideredthe lowest of all interpretations,and, as mentioned,

was generallydisregarded. The complaint that Ullerston ascribesto his opponents-

"since translationcan only be of the literal sense of Scripture,which, so far as the Old

Testament is concerned,has ceased to apply, it should not be attempted"- is

interestingbecause it conflatesthe literal and typological interpretationsof the

methodsmentionedabove. He restrictshis commentabout the literal sense being

inapplicableto the Old Testamentonly, yet seems to comment at the same time that

the OI1hodoxbelief was that translationof the Bible as a whole should not be

attemptedbecause translation is only of the literal sense. One major result of the

complaint thatUllerston ascribesto his opponents is that one would not be able to read

the English translationsof the Old Testament,and by extension the rest of the

Scriptures,typologically. This would be a biggerproblem than Ullerstonallows it to

bc in his litanyof reasons, whcre he steadily moves on to other objcctions. It would

mcan that no onc rcading thc Bible in English translationwould be able to understand

the full rangc of mcanings found thcrcin, and would thercforcbe opcn to all thc

aforcmcntioncdproblcmsof crror and hercsy. The Wycliffitcssecmcd not to fccl thc

nced to respond to such accusationsin dctail. bclievingas thcy did that cxegcsis took

placc through a simple personwith thc hclp of God's gracc: it would bc blasphcmyof

thc highestdegrec to assumc God would or could bc \\Tong.
,

:0 Painter. "History of Interpretation."



The Bible was and appeared in roughly 1382,though the debate continuedfor

years afterward. The Prologue is fascinating,a translator's justification of his task in

full Wycliffitehermeneuticalstyle:

At pe bigynnyng I purposidewip Goddis helpe to make pe sentence as
trewe and open in English as it is in Latyn, eiper more trewe and more
open pan it is in Latyn... And no doute, to a symple man wip Goddis
grace and greet trauail, men mi3ten expouneyche openliere and
shortliere pe Bible in English pan pe elde greetedoctouris han
expounid it in Latyn, and myche sharpliere and groundliere pan manie
late postillatouris eiper expositouris han don.3D

The anonymousauthor uses the most important terms in Wycliffiterhetoric for his

justification. Focusingon the question oflanguage, he announceshis intention to

make it as "trewe and open" as possible, either commensuratewith Latin or even more

so. The translator refers to himself as a "symple man," and claims the translating to be

done through hard work and God's help. The sheer fact of being simple works in a

couple ways. The author of the tract is "simple," but seems also to refer to the people

doing the actual exegesis as being simple as well. They are therefore able to be more

concise, more precise in their explanationsthan the "old great doctors" who have

\\Tittenabout the Scripturepreviously. "Simpleness" has its benefits in that

everything can be more "trewe and open" and therefore,based on other referencesto

the word simple in Wycliffite \\Titings,closer to holinessand God. Merely by being

'--

simple and by leavingoneself open to grace during exegesis,rather than by following

the rules of the church for Biblical interpretation,one's explanationscan be more

open. short. sharp, and dO\\l1 to earth, and thus comprehensibleto the folk who are (or

,- Prologue. 63.
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at least should be) the focus of evangelicalefforts on the part of the clergy (or other

would-bepreachers).

Finally, even though there were, as illustratedby Ullerston,many complaints

and worries about the suitabilityof English for the task of translatingthe Bible, the

translatorhere has no scrupleswhatsoever. He seems quite confidentthat Englishwill

be at least as capable as is Latin for the task of relating the Scriptures. Possibly

becauseEnglish does not have the intellectualreputation of Latin and is instead a

much more simple language, it will be easier to explain Biblical lessons in it, in a

more open manner than otherwise. God's grace may be the means for excellent

exegesis, but the language mattersas well. An open, non-learnedlanguage seems the

obvious vehicle for simple, understandableteachings that could be apprehendedby

everyoneof all levels, and not just those able to have a universityeducation.

IV. IMPLICATONSOF LOLLARDIDEAS

Translatingthe Bible would thus open up a new audiencefor Scripture,

allowinganyone and everyonethe opportunityto read or hear the texts in a language

they could understand. By doing this. the fonnal teachingsof the church. especially in

regards to exegesis. could be brought into question in ways that they had not been

previously. It was the idea of simplenessand the rejectionof fonnal church learning

as exemplifiedabove that constitutedone of the major reasons for the ecclesiastical

persecutionof the Lollards. Before heresies like those propagatedby Wycliffe

became increasinglypopular. the church had enjoyed a very high social position.often

24



having at least as much power as did the king. The authority of the church in most

matters was unquestioned,and as at least one critic has claimed, the institution had

dogmatic force in society at large. Alan Fletcher believes that the church's position of

moral authority made it the unquestionedruler of Europe during the Middle Ages:

The concept in which social was enshrined, and to which
society at large was beckoned by the Church to assent, became almost a
credal orthodoxy in its own right which, in the manner of any tacit
assumption"would in all likelihood be simply unavailable for
negotiation.3\

During the early medievalperiod, the church had force in society on the level with

church creeds: not always fully understood by those who recited those creeds, but

unquestioned nonetheless.32 In Fletcher's view, society had not yet fully developed

the concept of a nation in the way it would later be known during the early modem

period, and so the church constituted the only true centralized authority in Europe.

Though this meant, among other things, that the church was more open and accepting

of ideas that would later likely have been called heretical, it also led to a gain of power

and wealth that were early factors in what the Lollardsviewed as the burgeoning

corruption of the clerical orders. 33 It also meant, just as importantly, that the church

had fcw viable opponents to their hcnncneutics, and that thcir methods of cxcgcsis

would be cqually unquestioned. By fighting so vigorously for a vcmacular Biblc and

against many of the methods and instructions that infonl1cdchurch hcm1cneutics

'I Fletcher. 345.
): Both the Apostles and the Nicene Creeds were in Latin and would not have been understood very
well by the majority of churchgoers.who had little or no Latin.
') Sec LctTp. 40 and following for a more detailed discussion of the dissolution of papal and church
authority alter the reign of Innocent 111.
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(many methods of which were based on the writingsof the church patriarchs),the

Lollardswere fightingnearly 1,000 years of scholarshipand tradition.

The problemthat the Lollardsconstitutedfor the church was thereforenot

really the fact of their supposedheresy at all, but rather that they formed a movement

popularenough to comprise a significantthreat to the power of the church,and thus

one that needed to be stamped out as quickly and efficiently as possible. When

removedfrom churchauthority, the emphasis on vernacular preaching,teaching,and

Scripture,combinedwith a renewedeffort to educate the laity on mattersof faith was

a direct challengeto the social order. When figures such as Pierce from Pierce the

Plowman's erede were allowed, in literature at least, to have Scripturalauthorityand

clear, moralistic,convincingargumentsas to the state of the human soul and the role

of God in the life of the individual, the threat to clerical orders was obvious. Afterall,

if a figure like Pierce could do the preaching work usually relegated to the priest, what

need was there for an organizedchurch in all its functions?

The Lollardsthus forced a re-examinationof the importanceof the lower

classes in the social hierarchy and of the relative position the church within the same.

In the type of society that the Lollardswould have created. there would be no real

need for the churchat all:

Direct personal experienceof God and its propagation through
preaching.unless adapted to the sacramental life of the church.
constituted [a] threat: fOf. carried to its conclusion, it meant
less than entirely renouncingthe arbitrament of the church and denying
its raison d'arc as the expressionofGod's saving will on earth.34

26



The Wydiffites denied the concept of transubstantiation,which was the main reason

for the importance of the sacramentof the Eucharist in orthodoxtheology. Other

sacraments,especiallyordination,were not required either, or were at least not as

-----­important (baptism usuallybeing an exception here; the Eucharistwas also usually

deemed important, though there were differing views on the nature of the sacrament).

Because everyone who preachedwas in essence a priest, anyone who was a good

person (as according to the Wycliffitemodel of good being simple and open) could

performthem as necessary.35 The Lollards even believed that many of the hierarchical

positions of the church shouldbe dissolved, and that a bishop had no more power or

authority than did a simple parish priest. In a document discussing the various points

upon which the Lollards were accused of heresy, one point is that "per schulde be but

00 degre aloone of prestehod in pe chirche of god, and euery good man is a prest and

hap power to preche pe worde of God.,,36 Everyone could be a priest, and everyone
"'

could performthe necessaryduties (primary of which was of course preaching).

There was therefore no real way to fit the ideas of the Lollards into traditional church

teachings or sacramental life. because the importanceof the sacraments was for the

most part lessened or denied. If everyone could be a preacher,and every preacher

was. for the Wycliffites.a priest. why bother with the church at all?

Even more strikingthan the idea that a pIO\\l11ancould be an adequate. if not

admirable. preacher and teacher. was the idea that a woman could be. This was

another implicationof the doctrine of the Lollards. who felt that access to Scripture

It should bc notcd. howc\"Cr.that c\cn thc ncccssity of baptism as a rcquircmcnt for salvation was
callcd into qucstion by Hawisia :-'foonc. Scc hcr Confcssion in Hudson. Selectiolls.
""Sixtccn Points," 19.
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shouldbe unrestricted. There were many women who were associatedwith

Wycliffismwho found in the movementa sourceof education and agency otherwise

usuallydenied them:

The'most strikingaspects... are the references to women's involvement
in celebrationsof a Lollard Eucharist,and to the eruditionwhich many
female adherentsof Lollardyacquired. The former shockedthe
orthodox conveyersof the stories; the latter led to the sort of snide
comments exemplifiedby Pecock who noted 'namelich thilke women
whiche maken hemsilf so wise bi the bible' but could not ground many
of their actions there.37

Even today in the Roman CatholicChurchwomen are not allowed to be ordainedand

thereforeunable to celebrate the Eucharist. That they were able to celebrate it in this

movementin the 1380's and onward is striking, and an excellent exampleof the type

of more equal status women were given. Many women were also able to learn the

Bible quite well, even though, as mentionedby Pecock, there is little mentionof them

within it. Importantly,however, is that the status of women shows the Lollard's

commitmentto ensuring that evel)'onewas given access to the Scriptures,and that

everyonewho could preach, would and did.

V. THE REACTIONOF THE CHURCH

Becauseof the challenges to the church hierarchy. its beliefs. its henneneutics.

and its elite status in society. the orthodox church under ArchbishopArundelwas

vehement in its persecutionof the Lollards.with punishments for convicted heretics

includingimprisonmentand excommunicationand. after the 1401 proclamation"De

hereticocomburendo:' burning. Arundel. tireless in his fight against the heretics. also

,- HudsC'11 Prcn;,JI"rL'. 13 i.
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issued a document in 1407, known as the Constitutions,designed specificallyto stamp

out the heresy as quickly and effectivelyas possible. The Constitutionsof Arundel

made provisions against the ownershipof any unapprovedbook, meaning anything in

the vernacularwith religious overtones; limited theologicaldiscussionsin academic

(and other) realms; allowed questioningof the views of Oxford students on at least a

monthly basis; prohibitedpreachingwithout a license (only granted after the

orthodoxy of the preacher's views had been confirmed); forbid clerical errors, sins,

etc., to be the topic of sermons; and forbid all argumentationof theologicalmatters

outside of a university (where, as said, the students were subjected to frequent

questioning to make sure that their views, and the views therefore expressed in those

debates, would be to the liking of the church).38 There is unfortunatelynot space here

for a full explorationof the effects of these acts. They were extreme, heavy handed,

and calculated to ensure that the church would retain as much control as possible over

the spiritual lives of its adherents. Vernacular literaturewas approvedonly for a select

few in the church whose orthodoxy had been assured, and religiouswriting in the

vernacular was put almost entirely on pause after the Constitutionswere put into

effect. Suffice it to say that the Lollard movement had essentiallydied out within the

next fifty years.39

The \\Titerbewailing the persecutionof "simple peoplc" by the "feigning

loyers" and "untrue children of Christ" possibly did get to see thc word of God taught

and \\Tittcn in thc ycrnacular.but hc would not havc seen the moycmcnt takc hold of

"Watson. S2i.
:0 See Watson especially for a compelling interpretationof the Constitutions and their effects on both
the Wyclifiites and on English \emacular literature as a whole during the fit1eenthcentury.
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the whole of England. These "simple" people did, however, have an important role in

the history oflate-fourteenth century England. Simple people, in their meek, open,

true, humble, unornamented, uneducated,and possibly even unintelligent, ways,

managed to translate the Bible, create preachers out of women and plowmen, and

illustrate in often blunt terms the perceived corruption of the church they no longer felt

was able to minister to them. Admittedly they had university and noble backing in

places in order to accomplish their aims, and it seems clear that anyone overtly lacking

in intelligence would be patently unable to translate Latin into any kind of English,

much less English that is intelligible,clear and concise. But though it may have taken

such doctors and learned people to undertake and accomplish such a task, the learning

that got them there was (however ironically) deemed unnecessary in their perspective;

the task was, to them, accomplished rather through the work of simple people and the

grace of God. And so was their work dedicated to the same - "simple" people.
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