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Theological Equipping Class - Rumblings of Reform 

 

#1: Corruption: 

 
 

High point of Papal Power: Innocent III (1198-1216) 

• The Pope had governance of the whole western world, not merely the Church 

• The Papacy then quickly fell in political power 

• The Avignon Captivity (1309-1377) 

 

“I am now living in France, in the Babylon of the West…Here reign the successors of the poor fishermen of 

Galilee; they have strangely forgotten their origin. I am astounded, as I recall their predecessors, to see these 

men loaded with gold and clad in purple, boasting of the spoils of princes and nations; to see luxurious palaces 

and heights crowned with fortifications, instead of a boat turned downwards for shelter…We seem to be among 

the kings of the Persians or Parthians, before whom we must fall down and worship, and who cannot be 

approached except presents be offered. O, ye unkempt and uneducated old men, is it for this you labored? It is 

for this that you have sown the field of the Lord and watered it with your holy blood?” – Petrarch 

 

Moral Corruption in the Church: 

 

Papal Corruption 

 

Moral Laxity in the Church 

• “The nearer one got to Rome the more corruption one found.” – Machiavelli 

• Bishops and Priests: 

o Buying and selling of Church offices (Simony) 

o Holding multiple offices (Pluralism) 

o Avoiding one’s church duties (Absenteeism) 

o Sexual Immorality 

o Greed, Negligence, and Ignorance 

• Lay people: 

o Widespread superstition, magic, occultic practices 

o Borderline worship of saints and Mary 

 

Promotion of abuse: 

• Indulgences: 13th century, huge increase in the granting and selling of indulgences 

• Avignon Papacy became a business office 

• Buying time out of Purgatory for you and relatives 

• Financial Corruption (monasteries) 
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#2: Social Problems of 14th Century 

 

 
 

Climate change - There was a shift in Europe toward colder, wetter weather beginning around 1300 A.D. 

which led to shorter growing season and crop damage from flooding. 

 

Famine and Economic Depression - Along with the crop failure, a cattle disease killed 80% of Europe’s sheep 

and cattle, leading to “The Great Famine of 1315-1317” 

• Around 15%-20% of the population died of starvation 

• “There perished every day so many – men and women, rich and poor, young and old, from every rank of 

society – that the very air stank.” – contemporary report 

• Crop failure plunged Europe into depression that resulted in major social tension and unrest.  

 

Increase in warfare - Warfare in this period was more destructive than previously centuries 

• England and France began the “Hundred Years’ War” in 1337 

 

The Rise of the Turks - The Muslim Ottoman Turks emerged as a major power 

• Conquered and ruled the Balkans (Greece) for the next 200 years 

• They blocked all major land routes from Europe to Asia and effectively ending trade 

• They put constant stress on western Europe of impending invasion 

 

The Black Death - Greatest calamity of the 14th century was the Bubonic Plague (or Black Death),  

• Estimated that 30% to 50% of Western Europe died between 1347 and 1350  

• “Disease afflicted the army of the Tartars (Turks) and everyday thousands and thousands died. It was as 

if arrows from heaven were raining on them. Medicine had no effect. The Tartars died as quickly as the 

disease appeared on their bodies: swelling in the armpits or groin and then a dreadful fever. The Tartar 

army, overwhelmed by this disaster, turned away from their siege and had the putrefying corpses 

catapulted into the city, hoping to kill those inside. The Christians could not escape the torrent of bodies 

thrown into the city. They tried to dump the bodies into the sea, but there were too many. The stench of 

the corpses poisoned the air and the water, leaving scarcely one in a thousand able to flee.” – 

contemporary report 
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#3: Movements within the Church 

 

John Wycliffe (1329-1384) 

 
“The Morning Star of the Reformation” 

 

Main Critiques of the Church: 

• Criticism of corruption 

• Bible as source of doctrine and spiritual life 

• Denied transubstantiation 

 

Influences on the Reformation: 

• Bible should be in the language of the people 

o "Englishmen learn Christ's law best in English. Moses heard God's law in his own tongue; so did 

Christ's apostles." - Wycliffe 

• A new view of the Church as the Church of the elect 

• Emphasis on preaching over sacraments 

o “Among all the duties of the pastor after justice of life, holy preaching is to be most praised…It 

is evident that preaching the gospel is the special work of the curate, for Christ advances more in 

his apostles by preaching to the people than by doing any miracle which in his own person he 

did in Judea…Preaching the gospel exceeds prayer and administration of the sacraments, to an 

infinite degree…It is thus the most precious activity of the Church.” - Wycliffe, On the Pastoral 

Office 

 

Lollards (“mumbler”) 

• Wycliffe’s followers who continued his emphases on the Bible as the source of doctrine, the need for the 

Bible in the vernacular of the people, and need for Bible translation. 

 

Around 20 years after Wycliffe’s death, his teachings were condemned at the Council of Constance (1415), he 

was declared a heretic, and his body was exhumed, burned, and ashes poured in the river. 

 

Jan Hus (1373-1415) 
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A Bohemian (Czech Republic) who taught at the University of Prague. 

• He was heavily influenced by Wycliffe teaching 

 

The Bishop of Prague was ordered to renounce Wycliffe’s doctrines (and Hus in the process) 

• Hus is condemned and excommunicated 

• Hus continued boldly preaching and gained many followers 

 

Hus’ Teaching: 

• Scripture is highest authority 

• Attacked abuse of indulgences 

• Followed Wycliffe’s teaching on the Church of the Elect 

o “Therefore, the pope is not the head, nor the Cardinals the whole body of the holy, Catholic and 

universal church. Only Christ is the head, and his predestined are the body, and each is a 

member of that body.” – Jan Hus 

 

Council of Constance (1415): 

• Hus refuses to recant his beliefs and he is condemned and burned at the stake. 

 

 

Mysticism 

 

There were many people who don’t break away from the Church but rather “turn inward.” 

 

Devotio Moderna (“The modern way of serving God”) 

• Movement that strongly emphasized both personal devotion and social involvement 

• The Brethren of the Common Life - Movement among lay people, rather than among the monastics or 

the official Church hierarchy.  

o Key characteristic was a distain of mere formal religion and desire for deep personal piety 

• This movement dissociated spiritual life from the Church hierarchy and structure.  

• Thomas à Kempis (1380-1471) 

o The most famous figure from the Brethren of the Common Life 

o Wrote Imitation of Christ was the primary devotional book of the middle ages 

o “If a man knows what it is to love Jesus, and to regard himself for the sake of Jesus, then he is 

really blessed. We have to abandon all we love for the one we love, for Jesus wants us to love 

him only above all other things. The love of creatures is fickle and unreliable, but the love of 

Jesus is trustworthy and enduring. The man who clings to created things will fall with them when 

they fall, but a man who embraces Jesus will be upheld forever. It is Jesus whom you must love 

and keep to be your friend; when all else fades away, he will not leave you, nor let you perish at 

the end. Whether you will or no, you must one day leave everything behind. Keep yourself close 

to Jesus in life as well as death; commit yourself to his faithfulness, for he only can help you 

when everything else will fail.” - Thomas à Kempis, Of the Imitation of Christ 
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#4: Renaissance Humanism (“Back to the Sources”) 

 
 

In the 14th Century there began a cultural movement in Western Europe that revived the values of classical 

Greek or Roman civilizations in the arts, politics, and academia. 

 

The scholars who originally revived these classical learnings were called “Humanists.”  

 

Francesco Petrarca (“Petrarch”) - He polarized Christian opinion between old scholasticism (medieval 

“tradition”) and new humanism (Classics and “original texts”) 

 

From Latin back to Greek: 

• One of the main aims of the Humanists scholars was to revive Greek literature. 

• Humanist Scholars began comparing the Vulgate to the original Greek text and critiquing it, which 

began to undermine the medieval tradition that was based on authority. 

 

Erasmus (1466-1536) 

• Published best-selling satire mocking monasticism and scholasticism 

• By far his greatest contribution in the history of the church was his Greek New Testament, printed in 

1516, a year before the Reformation began 

• Effect on the Reformation: 

o Back to the Early Church Fathers 

o Back to the Scriptures 

 

#5: Technological Advancements 

 

 
 

Johannes Gutenberg invented Printing Press in 1445 and could print 3,600 pages per-day. 

• Drastically reduces the cost of books 

• Ideas could now spread at an incredibly rapid pace 

• Creates a more “critical-reading” public 


