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Editors note - This is the second and last installment of the article on John Huss written by Rev. 

Dale Kuiper. 

 

It is important to notice here that Wycliffism died out in England shortly after Wycliffe's 

death. The Lollards were soon stamped out by an inquisition-type suppression. His condemned 

writings no man dared print. However, the truths he developed were not to die out completely. 

By various means they were carried to Bohemia. We saw how his philosophical works were 

brought to Prague. In 1401, Jerome, inseparable friend of Huss, copied Wycliffe's Dialogus and 

Trialogus and carried them to Prague. Therefore Huss had access to all the definitive works of 

Wycliffe. He studied them carefully, and with one exception, embraced them all. Huss could not 

break with transubstantiation, even though his accusers at Constance later seek to lay this to this 

charge as well. 

As we said, Huss immediately becomes identified with the condemned Wycliffistic 

views. And due to this his life becomes stormy and short. Andrew of Broda said in 1414, 

“Because he was the advocate and defender of Wycliffe he went to the stake” (6, p. 44). Also, 

some of Huss' enemies in Prague call him “a son of iniquity, a Wycliffite” (6, p. 48). 

Huss’ difficulties begin with Zbynak, archbishop of Prague. After Zbynak changed his 

allegiance to Pope Alexander V, recently appointed by the Council of Pisa, he receives a bull to 

root out the Wyclilfe heresy in Bohemia. Zbynak burns Wycliffe's books and bans Huss from 

preaching. However, Zbynak soon dies and Huss continues preaching, teaching, and writing. The 

newest pope, Pope John XXIII, had commanded a crusade against Ladislaus, king of Naples, 

because he refused to acknowledge him. Huss held a debate on the ethics of papal-inspired use of 

the sword. He also published a pamphlet, Questio magistri Johannis Hus de indulgentiis, in 

which he treats the same evil. (The material for this pamphlet was taken literally from Wycliffe's 

de Ecclesia.) Informed by anti-Hussites, Pope John responds by placing all of Prague under int

 erdict. 

With the entire city suffering from the lack of church services and facilities, friendly king 

Wenceslaus persuades Huss to go into exile in December of 1412. This lifts the interdict and 

allows Huss time to produce a Bohemian translation of the Bible and to write his de Ecclesia 

which W. Walker terms “essentially a reproduction of Wycliffe” (8, p. 304). Huss also busies 

himself by preaching in wood and field to the peasants. These peasants will later become the 

army of Ziska which fight the Hussite wars. 

The Council of Constance is now fast approaching. Called jointly by Emperor Sigismund 

and Pope John, the council convened on Nov. 1, 1414. It had as its purpose the healing of the 

papal breach and the matter of church reform. As a secondary goal, it would also seek to end the 

Bohemian confusion. This was especially important to Sigismund, for as the brother of 

Wenceslaus, he stood heir to Bohemia and desired her to be purged of the blemish of heresy (2, 

p. 417). Accordingly, Huss is summoned to Constance. 

Having secured the promise of a salvus conductus from Sigismund, Huss set out for 

Constance on Oct. 11, 1414. He did not actually receive the safe conduct document until after he 

arrived at Constance. Huss took up lodging at the house of an elderly widow. Soon his enemies 

spread the rumor that he had attempted escape, upon which he is arrested and held prisoner in 



three foul cells. Huss’ accusers had convinced Sigismund that he did not have to keep faith with 

anyone accused of heresy. Much later at Worms, Charles V is encouraged to violate the safe 

conduct he gave Luther. He replies, “I do not wish to blush as Sigismund did,” alluding to the 

behavior of Sigismund when confronted by Huss on the last day of his life (3, p. 106). 

Huss has come to Constance willingly.  He based all his hope on an open discussion of 

the issues. He felt that if this would come about he would be absolved. Once imprisoned, 

however, his chances for a fair trial became nil. His teachings were obnoxious to his age. Even 

such men as Gerson and d’Ailly of Paris, severe critics of papal abuses as they were, became 

Huss’ persecutors. They had only correction of administrative abuses in mind. To them, faith 

meant believing what the church taught. They would only be satisfied by a complete retraction 

by Huss. 

The examination of Huss was conducted by commissioners or committees which visited 

him in his cells. It is interesting to note that the contents of these meetings were rarely doctrinal 

discussions, but usually attempts to gain a retraction. Huss consistently maintained that he could 

retract only if it were shown from Scripture that he was in error. D’Ailly once remarked that he 

should obey the decision of fifty church doctor's and retract without question. This superficiality 

Huss deplored; he could hope for no justice from such men. 

After many such attempts to persuade, threaten, and trick him into a retraction of thirty 

articles gleaned from his works, Huss is finally brought to the cathedral to meet the entire 

council. On July 6, 1415, after seven months of imprisonment, Huss obtains the meeting he 

looked forward to. But once inside he learns that this will never be. The meeting begins by 

sentencing Huss as a criminal and a heretic. When Huss attempts to reply, he is shouted down. 

His entire sentence reads, "The holy council, having God only before its eye, condemns John 

Huss to have been and to be a true, real, and open heretic, the disciple not of Christ, but of John 

Wycliffe, one who in the University of Prague and before the people declared Wycliffe to be a 

Catholic and an evangelical doctor” (7, p. 381). Thus, he was persecuted because he upheld 

Wycliffe, not because of clerical criticisms. The council then took from him his priestly garments 

and bound him over to the secular powers for the burning, since the church could not go beyond 

her powers by executing the power of the sword! 

Not one person dissented; it was a unanimous decision. Nor has any action been taken to 

this day that admits of the error of the Council of Constance! 

His strong faith in God and the conviction that his cause was the cause of Christ were 

never more evident than in the last few hours of his life. As the bishops assigned his soul to the 

devil, Huss commits his soul, to the gracious Lord Jesus. He sings hymns even as the wood and 

straw are piled neck-high around him. The flames choke him before he can sing the third time, 

"Christ, thou Son of God, have mercy upon me.” All his possessions are burned and with his 

ashes, cast into the Rhine. Thus ends John Huss. 

If we turn to the writings of Huss, we notice that he teaches nothing that Wycliffe does 

not teach, with the exception of denying transubstantiation. At his trial he was also accused of 

teaching that after the consecration of the bread and wine, the elements remained. This 

accusation had no basis in the works of Huss, and shows that the church was battling tooth and 

nail, not Huss finally, but Wycliffism. Huss vehemently denied the charge. In the few instances 

that Huss attempted development of doctrine beyond the point reached by Wycliffe, he becomes 

dull and falters. His writings are more polemic in favor of the Oxford scholar than reformatory 

(2, p. 418). Thus when considered from the Reformation point of view, he is a very inferior 

figure. His best sermons and most learned quotations are all directly from the English evangelist. 



Only in his Commentary on the Sentences of Peter the Lombard, published for the first time in 

1905, does he show originality and a knowledge of the whole of theology. More than anything 

else he is remembered as the advocate and example of the right of the individual conscience. 

Essentially then, there is no such thing as Hussism; rather it must he termed transplanted 

Wycliffism. 

One question remains: what is the connection between the martyred John Huss and the 

reformation of the sixteenth century? He, along with Wycliffe, are often called forerunners of the 

reformation. Walker insists this is true only if we consider their general contributions to the 

unrest and dissatisfaction with the church which ultimately lead to reform. But they instituted 

no doctrinal reforms. Rather they held to Middle Age doctrines. The important concept of faith 

was never understood or developed. The Scriptures were merely a law. Walker concludes by 

saying that the reformation actually owes little to Huss and Wycliffe (8, p. 306). 

In the same vein, Harnack writes that “the Wycliffite and Hussite movement loosened the 

ground and prepared the way, yet it brought to expression no reformatory ideas.” (6, p. 292). 

Further, in class notes of Sept. 23, 1964, Prof. H. C. Hoeksema maintains that there is no 

gradual development between Huss and Luther. The Bohemian uprising ran dead, just as 

Wycliffism died in England. 

The more common interpretation of the relationship and function of Wycliffe, Huss, and 

Luther, is expressed in three medallions which have been preserved in the Prague Library. The 

first medallion shows Wycliffe producing sparks from a stone. The second portrays Huss 

kindling a fire from the sparks. The third has Luther holding aloft the resulting torch. This clearly 

is not the correct interpretation. To fan flames from sparks certainly shows progress and 

development, something which Huss never did in relation to Wycliffe. Further, Luther’s holding 

high this torch is not historically accurate either. Luther became acquainted with Huss' writings 

after he began his reformatory work, and he never read Wycliffe (7, p. 387). Thus both the 

function and relationship are erroneous. 

If Huss had carried his ideas of the ultimate authority of the Bible and the real 

constitution of the church to their logical conclusions, we could say that he was fighting against 

the Roman Catholic hierarchy. But this he never did. He believed devoutly in the virgin Mary, 

the worship of saints, and the seven sacraments. Concerning grace, faith, and works, he was not a 

forerunner of Luther, but rather echoed Aquinas. Thus with the view of Walker, Harnak, and 

Hoeksema, we must concur. 

Huss' place in history then comes into very clear focus. It is, very simply, to take the 

teachings of Wycliffe, which never took root in England, and spread them abroad in Bohemia 

and surrounding lands. Through his advocacy of these principles, they become the subject of 

discussion at councils, and thereby enjoy further dissemination, though infrequent acceptance. 

But especially in the minds of the peasants did these doctrines take root. This fact allows for a 

ready acceptance of the views of Luther in the next century. That these views form an essential 

part of the body of Luther's teachings is seen from a quote from Luther himself: “Shamelessly 

(unawares) I both taught and held all the teachings of Huss: in short, we are all Hussites without 

knowing it” (6, p. 305). (Notice that word unawares.) 

Looking back over five centuries of time, we see that God's place and work for Huss 

were relatively small when considered against the broader and grander scene of the reformation. 

But we also see God preparing people and nations for the acceptance of true reformatory 

principles. This reformation will begin in Germany and culminate in Switzerland. This is God’s 

Divine Purpose concerning John Huss. 
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