The Reformation

In the first centuries of Christianity no one Church or Church leader had supreme authority over all the churches.  Each city had its own leader called a “bishop”.  The Bishops of the great Christian centers of Jerusalem, Antioch, Alexandria, Jerusalem, Constantinople, and Rome came to be called “patriarchs”.  Since Rome was the capital of the Roman Empire the patriarch of Rome had special status.  Eventually, the bishop at Rome began to be called “Pontifex Maximus”, supreme priest.  
When in the fourth century Emperor Constantine moved the capital of the Empire from Rome to Constantinople he gave Christianity preferred status and gave the pope in Italy his protection and authority.  Subsequent popes in Rome continued to enjoy the protection of the emperors in Constantinople, but during the 6th through the 8th centuries the Byzantine emperors were less and less able to protect Christians in the West.  Moslems had conquered Spain.  Germanic tribes such as the Lombards and the Saxons attacked other parts of Europe greatly weakening the emperor’s power.   So the Roman popes began to turn to the kings of France (Emperor Charlemagne, A.D. 800) and Germany (Emperor Otto 1, A.D. 962) for help.  In return for their support these kings increased the power and authority of the pope.  Gradually the Roman Catholic Church gained power over ecclesiastical and secular affairs.  The result of this power was abuses simony (buying and selling church offices and titles) and nepotism (appointing relatives into high positions in the church).  This corruption led to the Roman Catholic Church becoming controlled by priests, bishops, cardinals and popes who gained their office illegitimately.  Many of these church leaders were unspiritual, worldly, and Christian in name only.   The result of the practice of appointing unspiritual men into the leadership of the Roman Catholic Church was financial abuses and immorality.  One way that the Catholic clergy made money was to sell indulgences—the forgiveness of sins.  These abuses have been well documented and can be read about in Chaucer's The Canterbury Tales published in 1387.
In England many people despised the clergy because of their abuse of power.  One of these abuses was the appointment of absentee clergy.  Many of these priests and bishops were Italian and some never came to England.  They were absentee clergy.  This practice was repeated all over Europe.  Another problem was the confiscation of tithes and properties as payment for their priests and Church treasury in Rome.  
One of the men in England who was the most vocal in his protests against these abuses was Robert Grosseteste.   Robert Grosseteste was a distinguished professor at Oxford University and Bishop of Lincoln the largest diocese in England.  Bishop Grosseteste insisted that the priests under his jurisdiction spend their time in prayer, in study, and in serving the people of their parish.  In 1250 Bishop Grosseteste went to Lyons to see Pope Innocent III to appeal directly to the pope to make reforms.  

Grosseteste's knew Greek, Hebrew, and Latin.  He translated Aristotle’s Ethics into Latin and wrote a commentary on the book of Genesis.   Grosseteste was skilled in poetry, music, architecture, mathematics, astronomy, optics, and physics.  One of his students was Roger Bacon whose scientific studies were greatly influenced by Grosseteste, but Grosseteste’s greatest student was John Wycliffe.  

John Wycliffe was born in 1320.  He was educated at Oxford and became a professor there.  Wycliffe criticized abuses and false teachings in the Church. Wycliffe believed that the Bible alone was authoritative.  In 1377 the pope issued a Bull, an official document which prohibits the publication of certain writings, condemning Wycliffe’s teachings.  Wycliffe then began to denounce the pope.  Wycliffe taught that the Scriptures are the foundation of all doctrine. In 1382 he translated the Bible into English.  Wycliffe formed an organization of lay preachers called “Lollards” whom he sent throughout England.  His teachings were promoted by Richard II, King of England who married Anne of Bohemia daughter of Charles IV King of Bohemia and Holy Roman Emperor.  Anne of Bohemia helped to spread some of Wycliffe’s ideas to that country.  Wycliffe’s ideas and writings inspired a spiritual revolution in England and this revolution spread to other parts of Europe.  

Wycliffe’s writings and views spread around Europe mostly through students from France and other countries who studied under him at Oxford.  Some of Wycliffe’s writings came to the University of Prague where a man named Jon Hus was teaching.  Hus had studied at the University of Prague and became a professor there.  When Wycliffe’s writings became popular in Bohemia, the pope issued a Bull in 1409, which empowered the archbishop of Prague to confiscate Wycliffe’s writings.  Jon Hus appealed to the pope, but Wycliffe’s writings were burned, and Hus and his followers put under the ban.  Hus was extremely popular in Bohemia and a small rebellion against Rome began, but the rebellion was put down.  Hus was arrested and put on trial.  On June 8, 1415 Jon Hus was sentenced for heresy.  Hus was burned alive in July of 1415.  
One of the most famous reformers is Martin Luther (1483-1546).  Martin Luther was a German priest and taught at the University at Worms.  Luther read from the Bible where he discovered that performance of Catholic rituals was not the path to salvation.  The forgiveness of sins comes only through faith in Jesus.  Luther disagreed with the selling of indulgences and other clergy abuses.  On October 31, 1517, in response to these abuses Luther wrote his now famous Ninety-five Theses which he posted on the church door where his students could read them.   When the pope found out about his ideas he excommunicated Luther in 1521.
