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The Bohemian Reformation: Sanctity and/or Piety
Zdeněk Uhlíř
(Prague)
The idea of history may be interpreted in two fundamentally different ways.
First, we can understand the work of Clio as an attempt at a more or less objective
reproduction of the past whether we mean thereby a bare description of what has
happened, or the search for causal connections among the individual facts, or even
a discovery of regularities in historical development through the prism of lawfulness
or progress. This approach in one of the mentioned variants has prevailed among
historians, yet it has become a target of criticism, 1 or the optimism attached to this
practice has been dampened. 2 The second approach understands history as
a construction and a narration of stories that do not separate, but rather connect the
present with the past. It is not just a matter of a reflection of the past, but also
a confrontation between history and cultural memory. 3 The second approach seems
more promising not because it is a priori more correct or more truthful, but because
up to this point it has not become so entrenched as to tie historical professionalism
to an esprit de corps, and thus it permits to pose questions more easily, be they silly
or wise. After all, questions matter rather more than do answers.
So it is with the Bohemian Reformation that is considered at times as
a summit, at others as an abyss, but that never loses its appeal because it connects
the present with the past and vice versa. It is true that the Bohemian Reformation
evolved rather slowly and initially rather peacefully, but its victory and entrenchment
were far from peaceful. As a result there are two competing stories, like the story of
the Bohemian Reformation and that of the beautiful style. 4 The problem arises with
how to deal with two different stories; they cannot be told simultaneously, because
they cannot be equally valid, yet in some way both are valid, at the very least
because they continue to arouse interest. Most likely the source of this problem is
our persistent habit of thinking on one level, on a single horizon and linearly.
Dynamic events then appear only as accumulations of divers individual aspects. As
a result, the tales become divided and separated, as well as subject to nationnalization, confessionalisation and ideologisation. Paradoxically, this vision of events
prevails in professional historiography, which prides itself on being professional
sensu stricto and par excellence; in its eyes two stories appear – one Czech, the
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other Sudeten German. 5 On the part of the theologians, the story of Hussitism was
in recent times formulated repeatedly not only as a part of the Bohemian religious
tradition, but also placed into the broader context of human rights. 6
Hence, it turns out that the problem of stories is a complex one, if there be
more than one, and if they are to be grasped in their plurality. A while ago, I suggested that not only for the present, but also for the past, the prime position should
be assigned to questions and not to answers. 7 Perhaps thus, a point of departure
can be created from which the individual stories could be seen in a plural way, not
merely as particular and linear accumulations. I have also attempted several preliminary probes, which might at least in a small measure prepare the ground for the new
departure. 8 I wish to continue the experimentation in this article.
The Skewed Signs of Sanctity
Sanctity and piety surely belong among the dominant concepts in the Middle
Ages, and surely are not without importance in other eras as well. In a sense, their
character is that of anthropological constants, 9 which are subject to changes of their
historical forms. 10 In this sense, researchers have also turned their attention to the
period of Late Middle Ages. 11 One aspect, however, stands out, namely the manner
in which the relevant authors approach their theme: their focus is on the theological
aspects of interpretation, the questions of the cult and its manifestations, matters
connected with the canonization and approbation, the conditions of a saint’s life;
they are much less interested in sanctity as such in its relationship to piety, to religion as a social phenomenon, to faith as a personal reality, to mentality as a cultural
substratum, 12 or ideology as an expression of concrete social interests. It appears
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that exactly in this welter of complexity, the question of sanctity and piety would
acquire its true significance, in which history is connected with cultural memory, and
from which it is possible to grasp the normative and formative traits hitherto
concealed under the abstract cover of professionalism.
To obtain a more concrete starting point, I will bracket my topic between two
sermons on the theme of St. Wenceslaus. The first one, Tradet autem frater fratrem in
mortem, 13 dates to around 1361, and thus stemmed from the beginning of the great
upsurge in preaching that marked the latter part of the fourteenth century and
continued deep into the era of the Bohemian Reformation. It is significant that this
scholastically thematic sermon viewed the saint through the prism of social
problematic, and thus transcended the customary standard characterized by the
image of repentance and contemptus mundi. The other sermon, Quis est hic, 14
originated from the period of George of Poděbrady, but employed the same typically
scholastic discourse, seeking to convey the impression that nothing had changed
during the preceding century. It avoided any distinct reference to a social or societal
reality, and preserved only a disembodied style that might have been comprehensible, but otherwise had little meaning.
It is evident that during the hiatus between the origins of the two texts, some
change must have occurred in the general subconscious or in the possible
consciousness. It does not matter at all that the two bracketing texts stem from the
Roman Catholic milieu, even though my intent is to focus on the Bohemian
Reformation. The first one shows the indubitable signs of Catholic reformism, or
reformism as such, so that it can be considered a part of the Bohemian Reformation
under Hus’s precursors. The other reacts to conditions subsequent to long warfare,
social revolutions, and political conflicts, and it demonstrates or documents the
changes affecting the mentality of a milieu, that was habitually characterized by
doctrinal orthodoxy, continuity, and inertia. It is, however, apparent that this milieu
succumbed to changes just as the milieu of the Bohemian Reformation. There is,
therefore, no reason why not to treat the two cases side by side and fathom the two
common questions that, of course, received two overtly different answers.
After the mid-fourteenth century (in the period of our interest), sanctity was
theologically characterized by three basic traits: the beatific vision [visio beatifica],
the saints’ intercession and help [intercessiones et suffragia sanctorum], and
example [exemplum]. Two more aspects had to be added that were connected with
religious practice: first, the ecclesiastical approbation that established a public cult
and private veneration; second, the existence of patronages, both general and
special. Sanctity was thus represented by a complex of concepts and images that
were rooted in intellectually rational discourse and in general subconscious, and that
influenced the Weltanschauung and the outlook on life in a distinct manner. Sanctity
and saints were not only a part and parcel of the philosophical and theological vision
of the world (or understood only within the onto-theological framework), but they
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were above all understood as part and parcel of everyday (not just feast day) life.
Sanctity and saints were constituent parts of thinking and consciousness that we
can call symbolic. Saints’ lives, their cult, and veneration represented and provided
the experience of the symbolically constructed world in the sense of an absolute
universe.
At the first sight it might appear that the outlined concept of sanctity was
perfectly consistent and unproblematic, but it is not really so. It is necessary to view
this concept in the context of other notions – within the total framework of an outlook
on life and a Weltanschauung. Then we encounter various discrepancies that more
or less impair this concept.
First, the beatific vision [visio beatifica] 15 became a dogma thanks to the bull
of Benedict XII, Benedictus deus (1336). 16 This article postulated that the souls of
dead saints (blessed or elect) participate in the eternal bliss immediately after their
individual deaths and prior to the general resurrection at the end of ages. There was,
therefore, a clear separation of the personal judgment [iudicium particulare] from the
general Last Judgment [iudicium universale, generale]. The beatific vision thus had
become a symbolic expression and affirmation of individuation and personalization
that came into vogue during the previous centuries of the medieval era. It is,
however, obvious that this formulation offered only a partial solution; it covered the
individuality and personality of the saints only, not of all humans. The differentiation
between the saints and other human beings was clearly understood, and it was
demonstrated by the gradual separation of martyrologies from necrologies that
occurred after several centuries of their common existence. 17 The counterpart of the
beatific vision, which in this instance included human beings who were not saints,
was the idea of the purgatory that had become adopted and defined in Western
Europe by the end of the twelfth century. 18 As for Central Europe, however, the
concept of the purgatory did not gain currency until the turn of the fourteenth
century, 19 when the discussion first cropped up in sermons and Tomáš of Štítné
gave the first consistent exposition. 20 Clearly there was a discrepancy that prevented
a common point of view. In the Central European area, the idea of sainthood lacked
a firm definition vis-à-vis humanity, and tended to acquire a quasi-folkloristic
character, based on the ritualistic practices of the institutional church. The latter
moreover, due to the Great Schism, had fallen into a deep crisis and was held
together only thanks to external forms. Simply said, the Bohemian intellectual
ambiance had lagged behind Europe, and then suddenly, due to Charles IV’s
15
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policies and the newly founded university, it was exposed to the European context.
A confusion of minds could hardly be avoided.
In the second place, the belief in the saints’ help and intercession
[intercessiones et suffragia sanctorum] was based on an ancient tradition. In the
antiquity and early Middle Ages, the saint represented a municipality, or a broader
secular or religious community; he was the representative of a collective entity. The
rituals connected with his cult and veneration were enacted at the level of customs
typical of traditional societies. The High Middle Ages, however, ushered in a process
of modernization that altered the situation to its very foundations. The individuation
and personalization that it had introduced, however, produced paradoxes. On the
one hand, every single human being came closer to God because he no longer
needed a mediator for contact with the deity, at least in certain cases and under
certain circumstances. On the other hand, the mystical insight – cum grano salis –
was broadened beyond monastic experts in faith and religious life: the laity could
not only acquire a closer acquaintance with education and spiritual or intellectual
culture, 21 but also become exposed more vexatiously to the burden of sin. 22 The
laity then began a search for new mediation and that was finally provided by the
institutional sacramental church and its saints; the saints as mediators became
a kind of a buffer between the stern judge and the sinner. 23 The decline of the
church due to the Great Schism and the quasi-folklorisation of the saints’ cult,
however, impeded the mediation, and the consciousness of the sinfulness did not
diminish; in fact, the contrary was the case. 24 A rift and then a conflict developed
between the institutionalized ecclesiastical sanctity and the piety, which sought to
overcome sin, or at least to escape from it.
In the third place, an example [exemplum] has been sought by humanity from
times immemorial to this day; the yearning for an example is undoubtedly an
anthropological constant. Nevertheless it is necessary that an example correspond
to the historical, social and cultural conditions in which it is to be applied, otherwise
it loses not only its effectiveness, but its very raison d’être. In the Bohemian lands,
however, such a harmony between an example and the concrete circumstances
failed to occur with the possible exception of the figures of St. Wenceslaus 25 and St.
Procopius. 26 As a consequence, it became difficult to distinguish between the
legitimizing and the exemplary character of the saints’, or the saintly, figure;
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although it undoubtedly remained present in religious life, it gradually lost its living
context. The historical person of the saint thus turned into a mere literary figure, or
was overwhelmed by the literary figure. The root cause was that only those saints,
who could be called old or traditional, remained in circulation, and that contemporary saints of domestic origins were failing and had failed to be recognized in
contrast to what was happening in other countries. In Bohemia, any moves in that
direction were either marginal (Zdislava of Lemberk, 27 Agnes of Bohemia 28 ), or the
potential candidates failed to make the grade (Arnošt of Pardubice, 29 Jan Milíč of
Kroměříž, 30 and Jan of Jenštejn 31 ). Moreover, it is painfully evident that none of
these persons or figures was in sync with the newly rising and subsequently
empowered upper social layers among the townspeople and the peasantry. In
contrast to other more advanced countries, such an example was not available to
these new social groups, which eagerly entered into the economic, social, political,
cultural and religious life during the fourteenth century. Bohemia, therefore,
appeared as rather underdeveloped, and this situation could not but produce
negative consequences.
In the fourth place, the question of ecclesiastical approbation was closely
related to the scarcity of examples. There was a lack of current transition from
historical persons to literary figures and, as a consequence, Bohemian hagiography
neglected contemporary living saintly resources. The road from piety to sanctity
remained depopulated despite the fact that the norms of the Christian life-style were
otherwise observed in large and medium towns, 32 as well as the countryside. 33 This
meant, however, that the effect of sanctity on piety was also disrupted; religious life
was reduced to passive experience and deprived of an active participation and an
autonomous intervention of the entire Christian community. Religious life was,
therefore, rather half-hearted; although it was experienced through the filter of
a symbolic consciousness, it did not savor anything evident or concrete. Such a lopsided existence could not but breed frustration. The cause was not a substantial
deficiency of contemporary Catholic orthodoxy, if one can use such a term. It was
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rather its deficient application in the Bohemian environment. The inadequacy
stemmed from the meager individualization and personalization in active life. The
model of individualization and personalization lacked sufficient strength to embody
itself in corresponding forms and, as a result, it was attaching itself almost
exclusively to social or collective structures. Although the new currents of thought
had become familiar, Bohemian society lacked the capacity for adequate response.
The mounting tension created preconditions for short-circuiting in thought and
action that would deal with, and vault over, the crucial inadequacy.
In the fifth place, the transition from general patronages of saints to special
patronages could not be fully realized in practice. There simply were not enough
saints who could play the roles of special patrons or to perform the function of
special patronages. The resulting impediment interfered with the formation of
collective entities of the middle range, that is social forms between the petty social
units of natural kinship and the large forms of political dimension. Although the
social and economic structure of the country grew more articulate, the intellectual
and conceptual sphere failed to keep pace by producing an adequate number for
symbolic forms. Consequently, political, intellectual and religious life was staggering.
One way out of this predicament was the transition from a symbolic understanding
to an abstract rationalization of life and reality, and not only in the strictly intellectual
sphere, but also in the area of practical life. Such a rationalization, of course, could
not be easily absorbed and led to a blunt reification as a counterpart of the quasifolklorisation of sanctity. Although the reification was not intentional, it was the more
palpable consequence of the superficiality and underdevelopment of Czech
religious life in the fourteenth century, particularly in its second half. The issue,
therefore, was not a confrontation between Bohemia (and even less the Czechs)
with Rome. It was a matter of the spiritual emptiness of life in the Bohemian society
as a whole, including the Reformist currents of all stripes, even if this void might
have been concealed by the diversity of the forms of the Gothic and the beautiful
styles, or the elaborate pronouncements of university scholasticism. As if moving at
two different speeds, the Bohemian social organism was inwardly tearing apart
during of the fourteenth century’s latter part. The encounter between orthodox
Romanism and its critics that led to the Reform movement was not a struggle
between conservatives on one side and progressivists on the other, but rather the
result of a misunderstanding of the contemporary situation.
Devotio moderna and the Bohemian Reformation
If we examine the Bohemian setting during the second half of the fourteenth
century and the following decade from the viewpoint of sanctity and piety, we realize
that the two stories mentioned earlier – that of the beautiful style and of the
Reformation – can indeed be seen as two sides of yet another story. They do not
need to contradict each other if they are not viewed at a single level and linearly.
There is only one problem, this third story has not yet been told by anyone. We do
not know its structure, because nonlinear history is thus far little developed. We
know even less about its theme because the sources are not yet at hand. Thus far
we have managed to gather the relics of the past, and more or less created one
semantic series of the sources of history. The sources have not yet been fully
evaluated, but only perceived from a single point of view, which offers the existing

20
stories as differing in orientation. The task before us is to discover another angle of
vision.
The long distance between sanctity and piety, typical for Bohemia, is properly
speaking, an expression of the tension and disconnect between symbolic and
rational forms in mental life. It is, therefore, possible to speak about a weak
absorption of scholasticism, and about its very superficial internalization. The
problem of the movement devotio [devítko 34 ] moderna may be examined in this
context. It is instructive to note the difference between two centres of religious life in
fourteenth-century Europe, between the Netherlands and Bohemia. While in the
Netherlands this movement was clearly oriented toward the clergy, in Bohemia it
turned in large measure toward the laypeople. 35 If it is asserted at the same time,
that devotio moderna was inspired by an aversion toward scholasticism, it is
important to realize the full extent of its meaning. While devotio moderna in Bohemia
contributed to the emancipation of the laity, it was of course and emancipation of the
entire group, rather then individual persons. It posited a collective layperson, not
individual and personalized lay people. The meagreness of individualization and
personalization, which extended the distance between sanctity and piety, thus
further increased, yet at the same time it was as though this deficiency was swept
under the rug so that it could not emerge as a distinct problem. The question of
individualization and personalization was – plainly said – squeezed out. The
emphatic focus on the social and collective aspect of the laity did not permit the
individual aspect to be treated and to expose to the light of awareness the retreat
from intellectual and rationalistic scholasticism. Individuality thus turned ineffable.
The crux of the contradiction was the individuality of the cleric on one side, and the
collectivity of the layperson on the other.
Although the collective layperson could externally approach and appropriate
the church, 36 an appreciation of the more profound ecclesiastical layers escaped
him. Milíč of Kroměříž postulated a distinction between the prelacy as a sociological
group, and the preachers as a mystical body. 37 He viewed, however, the dichotomy
simplistically as between dispensability and necessity, instead of properly as
a relationship between the immanent world and the transcendent one. It was not
clear whether Milíč’s trivialization of the ecclesiastical hierarchy was based on
a vulgarization of the scholastic concept of the contingency of phenomena and acts
in the visible world (contingencia futurorum eveniencium as against necessitas
absoluta eveniencium) that was then much discussed in the university, 38 or whether
it stemmed from a mere primitive distaste toward supervisors and superiors. The
distinction, however, was not essential, since in either case the answer would have
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remained the same. What was more important was that the idea could be easily
fitted into the much more sophisticated context of John Wyclif’s thought, 39 or
conversely, that Wyclif’s thought could easily fit into the context of Milíč’s thought. It
is important to note that Wyclif based his view on a thorough reasoning, while the
Bohemian view was rather based on an unreflecting collective awareness. As
a result, in the Bohemian case the conclusion was reached through a shortcircuiting, hence in a sense by accident, and thus it could not display linear
causality, and much less be endowed with an aura of necessity.
Indeed, it appears that we encounter here another contemporary problem of
inadequate reflection. The simple acceptance of Wyclif’s view in Bohemia was the
case of an inappropriate simplification. Discussing Pope Urban VI, Jan of Brakel,
a lecturer at Prague University, discussed a similar dissonance between the
immanent world and the transcendent one also outside the institutional church,
namely in man himself, 40 and without an explicit connection with actual sinfulness. It
followed that the ambiguity of the church and of its relation to man was a normal
condition in the visible world, because these matters rested on the hereditary sin,
not an actual one. If one were to think in terms of guilt, 41 then it would be
a metaphysical guilt, not a moral, much less a criminal one. The Bohemian reform
movement (together with Wyclif), however, had a tendency to see the connection in
reverse. Its intense moral charge was nothing consequential, much less positive, but
rather an inclination toward a simplistic solution, stemming from a reluctance to face
problems squarely. There emerged the outline of a story of avoiding and concealing
questions, not a conflict of the story of progress and reaction, or the story of art and
iconoclasm. 42 It would seem that it is also a story for today.
Thus, in the Bohemian environment and its intellectual atmosphere, piety
assumed the visage of bigotry. While this metamorphosis played its role, even more
important was the consequent weakness in the coordination between the religious
and the civil spheres. On the one hand, the profane became more independent and,
on the other, its value was diminished by the disconnect with the sacred – by losing
the interpenetration with the sacred. In a sense, the profane was ignored, as if the
civil life should not have existed. The later “anti-ideal of the city” of Petr Chelčický
was an expression of that attitude. 43 The actual growing independence of the
secular urban sphere was not, however, supported by any parallel elaboration of
a theore-tical justification based on a secular foundation. Municipal legislation, in
fact, did develop, but merely as a tool of practical affairs. The disjunction could be
seen as a conflict between law and morality, and such perception led to serious
consequences.
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A purely intellectual source of this state of affairs was undoubtedly the
character of university teaching. It was the disharmony between the Aristotelian
philosophical ethics clearly tied up with the secular existence on the one hand, and
the moral theology conceived in a mystical and eschatological dimension on the
other. 44 It is obvious, however, that this disjunction was not only a Bohemian
problem, but that it was typical for the entire Western Christianity, engendering
a historical dynamic of its own. The Bohemian predicament was traceable to the
collective social layman and the non-existence of an individual and personal
layman, 45 who could introduce into his activity a touch of concreteness and
a situational evaluation that would correlate the mystical theological level with the
Aristotelian philosophical one; this would be analogous to the confrontation of the
hereditary and actual sin in the ecclesiology of Jan of Brakel. 46 It is significant that
not even the Prague theologians sought to develop systematically the moral
casuistry as a way to integrate the two disparate levels through situational settings. It
is, therefore, possible to assume that once more – as far as we know – the University
of Prague had not attained a world-class level in this area.
This is not to say that there was no awareness of such white spots or black
holes. Matthew of Cracow, for one, attempted to treat civil contracts on the
theological level. 47 Whether his treatise was influential is of course another question.
In this connection, his basic point of departure was of major interest: one had to be
right in small matters before engaging with greater ones. 48 Small matters were the
concerns of the common secular life, the great matters were the works of faith. 49 In
other words, only after a proper fulfilment of temporal duties was it apropos to turn
attention to spiritual or sacred ones. Although Matthew was surely a reformer, it
seemed clear that his idea of reform contradicted that of most his Bohemian
colleagues; it was at the same time clear that Matthew identified the crux of the
contemporary malaise.
Two observations are apropos at this juncture. First, the connection of the
University with the world of the collective layperson through the preaching of popular
theology remained rather limited, and in comparison with other countries weak until
the start of the fifteenth century. Neither the University, nor the collective layperson
possessed sufficient critical mass that would permit proceeding beyond an effort for
simplistic solutions. The intellectual discussion thus by and large remained in
a vacuum; the great commotion in the external forum hid a tense immobility in the
interior. Therefore, to the double speed, mentioned earlier, we may now add
a motion along double tracks. As a result, our story acquired clearer contours.
Second, it is notable that the scholars who brought up the truly crucial issues, such
as Jan of Brakel and Matthew of Cracow, hailed from abroad and did not belong to
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the Bohemian segment of the University of Prague. The Czech masters, to the
contrary, tended to pander to the desires of the collective layperson and sought to
articulate his views; occasionally, these academics even usurped the right to speak
for the civil governors of the collective layperson. 50 This behaviour revealed the
closed character of Bohemian society that concentrated on its own superficial
objectives without reflection or consideration of the global context.
The great exception was the penetration of the temporal with the spiritual in
the phenomenon of pilgrimages, 51 and here the reasons were primarily practical. In
accord with the general European trend, there was a shift from penitential
pilgrimages to pious ones in the latter part of the fourteenth century, and within the
pious pilgrimages to the touristic ones. This was true also of the custom of writing
the last will and testament prior to setting out on the journey. Nevertheless, in the
first decade of the fifteenth century the phenomenon of pilgrimages was vanishing in
Bohemia under sharp criticism. 52 As noted, Bohemian society was unable to accept
the intermingling of the temporal with the sacred, as also represented by the
pilgrimages. Another way of looking at the predicament was a tension between
culture and religion. 53 The temporal sphere was in no other way connected with the
sacred, and the profane sphere was unable to operate within its own intellectual
resources, nor could the collective layperson. The unbearable poverty of inner
inspirations was not remedied in its own sphere, but rather the frustration burst into
the outside sphere.
Pilgrimages were linked with the phenomenon of indulgences. 54 The Bohemian reformist circle viewed the sale of indulgences as immoral trading. 55 This was
largely because organized activity was involved, and any form of imposing organization onto the sacred and transcendental sphere was viewed as suspicious and
mostly undesirable. Moreover, the critique of indulgences was connected with that
of the purgatory, 56 inasmuch as the concept of the latter was a complete novum in
the Bohemian and, indeed, in the entire Central European area. Another interesting
aspect of the trade with indulgences is documented especially by its development in
England, where it produced a tense network of contractor and subcontractor rela-
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tionships, as well as lively inter-regional contacts. 57 Undoubtedly, we can see here
the emerging outlines, if not the origins, of capitalist entrepreneurship. Projected
from the economic to the social sphere, this process engendered a network of
societal ties and social contacts, which occupied an intermediate position between
groups of natural kinship and the large political entities, and this network did not
assume the rigid form of a hierarchical organization, but remained fluid to
accommodate particular situations. Since the indulgence trade was directed
primarily at the intermediate social layers, we can also see here the birth of what
may be – cum grano salis – called the middle class.
In this light, the quasi-theological struggle against indulgences dealt from the
properly theological viewpoint with a pseudo-problem. It was not a class struggle
against a wealthy institutional church, and it did not amount to a defence of the poor.
The struggle against “human inventions” was really one against innovation. The
break-neck speed of development in the second half of the fourteenth century
caused an internal emptiness that produced an ennui from Gothic, 58 and led to
a peculiar idiosyncrasy. On the one hand, there was a great sensitivity to the new –
still largely hidden – currents, and on the other there was an inability to grasp these
phenomena rationally and reasonably, or even to formulate clearly and convincingly
an approach to them. The result was Angst and short-circuiting. The sensitivity to the
hidden events did not lead to deciphering the signs of the time, but rather to
a Messianism; 59 at the same time there was an inclination to simplistic solution, and
to premature foreclosing of questions. The illusion of attaining the summit meant
then, as it does now, straying from the correct path. In the end “the middle class”
obtained a political satisfaction, but only at the price of forfeiting a chance of a longrange settlement of problems. “Eschatology” prevailed over “Mysticism,” 60 and the
result was the ability to view the temporal immanent world and the spiritual
transcendent one only sequentially, but not simultaneously.
Matěj of Janov: The Image and Concept of the Bohemian Reformation
Thus, we arrive at the categories and concepts from which the structure of the
Bohemian Reformation was constructed, or on the basis of which the image and the
idea of the so-called First Reformation rested. These intellectual building blocks
were the Law and the Truth, or in reverse the Truth and the Law. The two were
identical with Christ, as the Scripture taught, but they were not identical with the
Scripture. In this way, Matěj of Janov characterized the principles of the Bohemian
Reformation. 61 In vain, he tried to create the impression that he did not postulate
anything new, but only repeated views that had been entertained by the Bohemian
Reformers earlier. Nevertheless, his entirely original contribution could not be
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denied. Wishing to appeal to an historical precedent in support of his argumentation,
he made spurious reference to Jan Milíč. 62 Actually, Matěj created an entirely new
situation that established a tradition rather than continued a previously established
one. He established a new approach to sanctity and piety. 63 Four aspects need to
be examined at this point.
First, Matěj’s historicisation of the Reform of the church and of Christendom
opposed and replaced hagiography. A new view of the world, society and humanity
penetrated into Bohemia. Our interpretation needs to be formulated in a heavyhanded way, and thus somewhat distorting the actual model, but only in this way is
it possible to grasp the significance of Matěj’s innovation. Hagiography can be
viewed as historiography, but surely not in the normal linear sense. The coordinates
of hagiography – the locus of the cult and the date of the feast – are relative and
repetitious, not unique and unrepeatable. Because it is tethered not to the net of
abstract time and space, but to liturgy, the hagiographic vision despite its
concreteness lacks a definite anchorage. The fixed feasts within the framework of
the liturgical year produce the sanctoral cycle and contain the cyclical time.
Inasmuch as the sanctoral cycle is the opposite of the temporal one, time and antitime of salvation’s history stand against each other and together, and they form – let
us say – the mystical aspect and the time of human history, representing something
like an eschatological aspect. In other words, the cyclical time permeates the linear
one and both end up in eternity, which is neither immobility nor an endless duration
of the sum of individual moments, but it is, above all, a synthetic simultaneity of both
these types of time. The transcendental part of this complex is uncertain from the
human point of view because it dissolves in an objectless state, yet even so it is
concrete and real. The saints are expressions of the hagiographic coordinates and
refer to an uncertain and objectless sanctity. Thus, they act as intersections of the
immanent and transcendent spheres, or points of penetration from here to the
beyond. The saints, therefore, must fulfil the condition of correlation: they must
correspond to the articulateness of the immanent world, there must be many of
them, they must be concrete, individual, not anonymous. Although they may be
grouped by types, they must not be reduced to abstract entities. Thereby a feast day
substantially differs from what we nowadays understand as an anniversary. 64
Matěj of Janov fabricated the figure of Milíč as his precursor, and as the father
of the Bohemian Reformation. He thus vitiated the delicately balanced configuration
of the communion of saints. In his version, Milíč turned into an abstract entity of
linear time. Speaking in terms of faith and religion, the eschatological element was
over-accentuated, and the concretely objectless mystical aspect was turned into
a mere point, into a mere abstract substance, which – aspiring to enlarge its volume
in the world – emptied its contents. It was, therefore, impossible to replicate and
repeat Matěj’s Milíč as a model. Instead, he always had to be filled with a new
content; he always had to acquire a new objective form. Consequently, an internally
static model could become dynamic only externally with the formation of newer and
newer living conditions. Briefly stated, the figure of Milíč that Matěj had fabricated
historically and non-hagiographically was in its natural character a source for the
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justification of the so-called human inventions. It was, however, a harsh, although
indubitable, paradox because Matěj resisted exactly such a conclusion. The explicit
and implicit meaning of his assertions were, therefore, in a deep and irreconcilable
contradiction with each other; he simultaneously advanced and denied the desire for
an innovation. In this sense, perhaps, Matěj could truly be regarded as a man of
crisis. 65 Even more ominous, however, was that subsequently the Bohemian
Reformation did not succeed in overcoming this duplicity. Milíč remained
monumentalized deep into the sixteenth century, 66 but there was no recognition of
the reasons for the external dynamics that such a monumentalisation produced from
the beginning. The Milíčian monument conjoined a daring self-evaluation with
a much less shining reality. Subsequently, the main problem has been that, thanks
to František Palacký, most modern historians automatically adopted Matěj’s
fabrication, and under the aegis of Masaryk, the construct became an ideological
part of the everyday life and the political life of the Czech nation in the twentieth
century.
Second, Matěj truly – without any additional fabrication – followed Milíč in the
eucharistic interest and eucharistic adoration. 67 Although this tendency was typical
for the Bohemian reform movement, 68 it was by no means a unique phenomenon. 69
The final phase of medieval hagiography concerning St. Wenceslas showed a warm
regard of the Eucharist also in the Bohemian lands of the pre-Reformation era. 70 An
exceptional significance, therefore, can be attributed only to the idea of frequent
communion, which, to a certain extent, became a substitute for the vanishing cult of
saints. In this area, there were frequent mentions of the issue of transubstantiation,
consubstantiation, or remanence, 71 but for my interpretation the problem is
insignificant in its strictly theological or philosophical character; it is only meaningful
as an objectivisation of faith. This aspect was already recognized by Wyclif, 72 who
through his advocacy of remanence began to recognize traces of idolatry in the
eucharistic veneration. Bohemian reformers were more cautious in that regard and
they remained in a state of denial that the eucharistic veneration implied a radical
objectification. The Taborite radicals called attention to that fact, 73 but they were
rejected and suppressed by the mainstream of the Bohemian Reformation. The
issue of an objectification of faith, therefore, remained unclear in the Bohemian
Reformation because it was present only implicitly; it could be formulated explicitly
only by modern historians of religion, who, however, have been confounded by their
65

See Milan Machovec, Husovo učení a význam v tradici českého národa (Prague, 1953).
Ladislav Klicman, “Studie o Miličovi z Kroměříže,” Listy filologické 17 (1890) 28-44, 114-125, 256268, 347-362
67
Ondřej M. Petrů, Matěj z Janova o častém svatém přijímání (Olomouc, 1946).
68
Jaroslav Kadlec, Mistr Vojtěch Raňkův z Ježova (Prague, 1969) 83-84, č. 19; Jaroslav Kadlec, Leben
und Schriften des Prager Magisters Adalbert Rankonis de Ericinio (Münster, 1971) 190-230; see also
Ferdinand Tadra, “Mistr Vojtěch, profesor učení Pařížského a scholastik kostela Pražského,” ČČM 53
(1879) 558-560.
69
Miri Rubin, Corpus Christi: The Eucharist in Late Medieval Culture (Cambridge, Eng., 1991);
Burkhard Neunheuser, Eucharistie im Mittelalter und Neuzeit [Handbuch der Dogmengeschichte,
IV/4b] (Freiburg, Basel, Vienna, 1963).
70
Zdeněk Uhlíř, Literární prameny svatováclavského kultu a úcty ve vrcholném a pozdním středověku
(Prague, 1996) 29 ff.
71
Stanislav Sousedík, Učení o eucharistii v díle M. Jana Husa (Praha, 1998)
72
Halama, Otázka svatých v české reformaci..
73
Robert Kalivoda, Husitská ideologie (Prague, 1961).
66

27
regard for either confessionalism or ecumenicism. For our story, the important point
was that the Bohemian Reformation did not face the problem squarely, but rather it
engaged in an evasion. The Reformation exhibited the averted side of the mass
social character especially in its initial stages, and history of course consisted of
both the front side and the reverse one.
Third, the very question of Law or the Truth was immensely significant. It was
neither the Scripture, nor its text, but something more profound: Christ himself. Two
important aspects could be discerned in this problem. The first one concerned what
was actually denoted. It is fairly obvious that a symbolic person, if it can be said so,
was here transformed into an abstract concept. The dynamics of the Gospel
foundation 74 gained above all in gravity: the exemplary mutated into the obligatory,
as if the two were identical. In other words, normativity was as if actualized, and in
the actual form as if it prevailed over purposefulness. Hus’s idea of “Truth” clearly
followed Matěj of Janov, although his concept also might have had roots reaching
into antiquity. 75 The transition from the symbolic person to an abstract concept,
which had surreptitiously taken place, was of course the source of another paradox:
although Truth had become fully interiorized, it was not as an act (via – veritas – vita),
but as an object. 76 Although this object was obvious in an abstract way, it was much
less so for his concrete, real content, or it was not so at all. Here, therefore, was the
crux of the paradox: the allegedly obvious Truth was not far from fideism – a rational
arbitrariness. 77 Therefore, expressed in present-day language, if Truth were to be
inter-personal, it could not be so without a consensus coming from the outside,
because only this consensus could become under these conditions a guarantor of
its validity. Here again we encounter a profound contradiction: this intellectual
process of validation implicitly justifies the human inventions, but the Bohemian
Reformation rejected them as contrary to the Truth. From the intellectual confusion
there was only a small step to confusion in behaviour and action. The result was
agitation for either a so-called inexpensive church [levná církev] (which in fact had
actually existed earlier through a natural tendency), 78 or for a clerical theocratic
regime. Unfortunately, this tension never reached the surface, remaining outside
conscious awareness and inarticulate. The Bohemian Reformation thus lost another
important plank for its platform; the split personality and the half-heartedness of the
Bohemian ambiance was once more confirmed.
The other aspect concerned the text as such and the relationship to it. Once
more resorting to present-day language, the Bohemian Reformation understood and
defended biblical text as transparent, although in its real existence the text was
problematically opaque. 79 This attitude undoubtedly was inculcated by the university
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scholars, 80 and it afflicted the entire European scene, surfacing at both the councils
of Constance 81 and Basel. 82 To get to the brass tacks of the difference, it can be
said that the transparent text was explicated on its face, simply on the basis of what
it denoted; while the opaque text was explicated from its context and in reference to
its consequences that were not explicitly stated. In other words, the difference was
between a closed text and an open one. Of course, each of the approaches in its
purity would have been dysfunctional, leading either to complete inertia or to
chaos. 83 At the time, the tension between the two approaches created a real
problem for the Bohemian Reformation that impeded a clear understanding and
comprehensible formulation of propositions, 84 and necessarily led to conflicts. The
embracing of the concept of the transparent text merely escalated the earliermentioned conflict that was engendered by the adherence to the entities of “Law”
and “Truth,” not as symbolic persons, but as abstract concepts validated by
a collective consensus. The intense conflict prevented a genuine stable solution.
Only a modus vivendi out of necessity could be arrived at after exhausting
intellectual debates and the subsequently armed struggle. It was not just a political
weakness of the Bohemian Reformation, but also an intellectual one. It was halfhearted in its essence, and its half-heartedness was its legacy to future generations.
Fourth, the idea of sanctity in the Bohemian Reformation manifested a major
contradiction between theory and practice, and it led to a schism between the two.
Matěj of Janov was the author of this lasting predicament. He did note what I have
called a quasi-folklorisation of the cult and the veneration of saints, and as a solution
he chose pussy-footing. He thus unleashed unintended consequences that
substantially affected the Bohemian Reformation in all its branches.
Although Matěj resorted to an earlier theological tradition, 85 he limited at the
same time its application in religious practice. In his opinion, the contemporary
quasi-folklorisation of the cult and of the veneration of saints represented such
a misuse and perversion that it tended to negate the original theological meaning.
He feared the danger of idolatry, and even perceived evidence of it. Like the
Bohemian Reformation in general, he did not deny the existence of sanctity, but he
clearly deemphasized its observance. In short, he theoretically recognized the cult of
saints together with its traditional theological underpinning, but he did not endorse
the practice, seriously fearing that its perversion might lead to scandal and ultimately
to damnation. Concerned about salvation, Matěj thus exhorts to an attenuation of the
cult of saints.
Matěj also stressed the juxtaposition of the dead saints to the living ones. In
the preceding view of the Roman Church, the true saints were only the former. The
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living saints could be characterized as those pious people who currently strove for
sanctity, who were on the road to salvation, and who at the moment were recipients
of gratia gratum faciens. Curiously and importantly, Matěj felt that the cult of the
dead saints derogated from the respect for the living saints, indeed, that the
veneration of saints dead might often have its accompanying obverse in the
persecution of saints living. Essentially, the subtext of these assertions was the effort
toward an emancipation of the laity, although of course only in the sense of the
collective layperson -- a concept repeatedly mentioned in this article. The syndrome
remained actively in place until the end of the sixteenth century. 86
The living saints were obscured by the cloud of anonymity, while the dead
saints attained individual distinctiveness. Matěj faced a dilemma. For him, the living
saints were worthy of greater attention than their dead counterparts, yet he could not
rescue them from a subordinately anonymous or anonymously subordinate position.
He seemed to be apprehensive concerning the public revelation of sanctity because
piety should not be flaunted. Piety should have been commonplace, and the
commonplace should not be on display. Such was the crux of Matěj’s concept of
sanctity and piety.
While Matěj had in mind a church of the anonymous layperson, actually he
conjured up a sect of the Troeltschian type. 87 Although he did not wish to face up to
it, his concept was implicitly Anti-Roman: it defied medieval orthodoxy, as well as
catholicity. Catholicity, for him, was not a structure highly articulated into types and
subtypes, rather it had the visage of an unrelieved sameness, inasmuch as the
collective layperson (whom he had discovered) was devoid of individuality and/or
personality. Although Matěj’s inspiration continued to animate Hus and Jakoubek of
Stříbro, his implicit ecclesiological concept was not realized until the Unity of
Brethren, which chose the life of voluntary modesty and then separated entirely. It
was emblematic that, for the entire duration of the Unity’s existence till Comenius,
the Brethren survived on the borderline between illegality and civil legality, between
approbation and disapprobation, and between legitimacy and illegitimacy. The halfheartedness and split personality would continue as the characteristic trait of the
Bohemian Reformation from its inception without any interruption or alteration.
Moreover, the half-heartedness would reveal its affinity with bigotry, exemplified by
the Brethren’s rough treatment of Václav Mitmánek in the mid-sixteenth century. 88
Half-Heartedness and Split Personality
The pronounced traits of the Bohemian Reformation from the very beginning
were the striking objectivization of faith on the one hand, and, on the other, the
vacuity of the sphere intermediate to groups of natural kinship and to large social
and political structures. An articulation of individuals as subjects failed to develop,
and thus failed to correspond to the progressive articulation of the structures of the
objective world. It was exactly this milieu, which was most supportive of the
Reformation, that suffered from the malaise of an amoebic singularity and
formlessness. Only during the fifteenth century, was the vacuum filled, but only
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partially and at its lowest levels. Small local groups emerged, functioning through
their pedestrian rituals. 89 In this regard, the Bohemian Reformation approached the
folkways of the sub una, although it did not reach the sophistication of the Roman
reforms that had begun developing in Italy. 90 A genuine alteration of mentality, of
course, could not be expected: the half-heartedness of the Bohemian Reformation
was necessarily accompanied by a superficiality, as its other salient mark.
This awareness made understandable the rapid and intense embracing of
Wycliffism that was soon followed by a complete abandonment. The themes of the
Universals, 91 or of Ideas, 92 aside from their intellectual interest, were suitable for
filling the ideological vacuum, which bedevilled Bohemia in general, and Prague in
particular, during the turn of the fourteenth century. The frequently discussed theme
had less to do with pure ratiocination than with responding to the prevalent
confusion of life styles and religious practice. Thus the academic learning could
pander to the mentality of the commoners. For the purposes of this linkage, the
Prague professors altered the concept of rational understanding. In the Middle Ages
reason was not thought to be a method of argumentation, but rather a capacity to
perceive universal and eternal truths. 93 The Prague Reformers rejected the latter
approach, characterized by the symbolic steps of proto-scholasticism that Aquinas
epitomized by his uno modo – alio modo. Instead, they preferred Wyclif’s use of
discursive reason that would reach a convincing conclusion through
argumentation. 94 The sense that convincing conclusions might be reached, in turn,
raised the danger of falling into the trap of bigotry.
The adoption of discursive reasoning might have opened the door for
chiselling away at the collective layperson by enabling lay people to acquire
individual distinction and thus lifting out of anonymity a phalanx of living saints. As
was almost inevitable, however, the Bohemian Reformation once more missed the
boat. Instead of creating heroes of social or cultural distinction, it fell back on the
unexciting image and model of the priest-preacher that had been monumentalized
by Jan Milíč and by Matěj of Janov after him. The blame could be placed once more
on the endemic half-heartedness of the Reformation. Instead of boldly creating new
appealing departures, it fell back on the old dull warhorse of the literary
brotherhoods. 95 These ersatz living saints never rose above the level of servility. One
may wonder whether the Bohemian Reformation could reach its objective, whether it
had an objective at all, or whether it was fated to miss its goal.
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The Bohemian Reformation’s stumbling block was its penchant for
abstraction and objectivisation. Faith as an act became replaced by faith as an
object. An illustration of this mutation was the successive adoption of objects as
embodiments of faith: the Law, the Truth, the Eucharist, and eventually the Chalice.
The Four Articles of Prague turned the project of objectivisation into a slogan.
Contrary to conventional wisdom, the tendency toward objectivisation might have
been stronger in the Bohemian Reformation than in the Roman Church. In any case,
the tendency toward objectivisation differed between the two religious camps not in
kind, but only in degree. These differences existed merely in intensity and in the
detailed slogans or images. Aside from such trifles, the stories of the beautiful style
and of the Bohemian Reformation ran a parallel course: a common tale of
objectivisation, and of half- heartedness, split personality, and double speed in its
execution.
The objectified faith actually pandered to the faith of the collective layperson,
the national ecclesiastical collective, which shunned individual distinction. This herd
mentality apparently did not exist in the Roman Church (outside the Bohemian
lands) and – aside from the Waldensians – in no other church of the so-called First
Reformation. The amoebic mass performed in the role of the warriors of God,
a throwback to the Maccabeans. A sectarian exclusivity à la Troeltsch came to the
surface that juxtaposed religion to faith and culture. This confrontation was blunted
only in the sixteenth century. Instead of cultivating individual achievement and
excellence, the collective herd of the Bohemian Reformation mutated into a protonationalist exclusivity, into a Messianism. Yet, despite its ethnic coloration, it retained
a supranational religious basis. Thus the references to bad Czechs, and good
Germans, did not ring entirely false. Therefore, the idea of a national church did not
really seem on the agenda.
In conclusion, we return to the perennial haunting quality of the Bohemian
Reformation. Together with the National Awakening, it has maintained a constant
presence in the Czech consciousness as one of the fundamental events in history. It
has become mythologized. Surreptitiously, the unfortunate legacy of the Bohemian
Reformation has continued to exert its debilitating effects on the Bohemian mind and
character by means of its inherent flaws, which have been often recounted in our
study: its half-heartedness, its split personality and double speed, and on the top of
it all – pusillanimity. May the progress of historical knowledge cure the Czech
psyche of these afflictions.
[Translated from the Czech by Zdeněk V. David]

