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ARTICLE

John Wyclif and the Eucharistic Words of
Institution: Context and Aftermath

Ian Christopher Levy*

Department of Theology, Providence College, Providence, Rhode Island, USA
*Corresponding author. Email: ilevy@providence.edu

In matters of eucharistic theology, John Wyclif (d. 1384) is best known for his rejection of
the scholastic doctrine of transubstantiation. There were many reasons why Wyclif came
to regard this doctrine as fundamentally untenable, such as the impossibility of substantial
annihilation and the illogicality of accidents existing apart from subjects, but chief among
them was his deep dissatisfaction with the prevailing interpretation of Christ’s words,
“Hoc est corpus meum,” the words of institution required to confect the sacrament in
the Mass. Wyclif insisted that getting this proposition right was essential for a correct
understanding of Christ’s presence in the Eucharist. This article presents Wyclif’s position
on this matter within the context of later medieval scholastic discussions in an effort to
lend clarity to his larger understanding of eucharistic presence. The article will then
trace the reception of Wyclif’s ideas to Bohemia at the turn of the fifteenth century,
with special attention given to the Prague master Jakoubek of Stříbro. One finds that
Wyclif, and then later Jakoubek, developed new and effective means of conceptualizing
the conversion of the eucharistic elements, thereby expanding the ways in which one
can affirm Christ’s presence in the consecrated host and the salvific effects of that presence
for faithful communicants.

The medieval English theologian John Wyclif (d. 1384) exhibited a deep dissatisfaction
with prevailing interpretations of Christ’s words: “Hoc est corpus meum”—the words of
institution required to confect the sacrament in the Mass. Convinced that the misconst-
rual of this sacred proposition had facilitated a catastrophic distortion of the sacrament,
principally manifested in the scholastic doctrine of transubstantiation, Wyclif searched
for an alternative interpretation that permitted the consecrated bread to retain its own
proper substance while still in some manner being converted into the body of Christ.
The means by which the eucharistic formula functioned would thus be cemented to
Wyclif’s insistence upon the consecrated bread’s substantial remanence. His reasons
for rejecting the doctrine of transubstantiation were manifold—and central points
will be addressed below—but further attention is owed to the principles that governed
his interpretation of the sacramental formula and the context in which he articulated his
response. All the metaphysics will fall into place, Wyclif believed, if one properly grasps
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how this proposition functions. As it was, Wyclif’s reading of the proposition and the
resulting implications for his understanding of Christ’s eucharistic presence resonated
beyond his native England. The reception of Wyclif’s position in Bohemia at the
turn of the fifteenth century and the debates unfolding there over the words of institu-
tion merit special consideration. For one finds that the interpretations developed both
by Wyclif and by the Prague master Jakoubek of Stříbro resulted in new and effective
means of conceptualizing eucharistic conversion, thereby expanding the ways in
which one can affirm Christ’s presence in the consecrated host and the salvific effects
of that presence for faithful communicants.

I. Wyclif’s Objections to Transubstantiation

The late medieval schools, armed with highly sophisticated methodologies, attempted to
render comprehensible how it is that Christ’s crucified and risen body comes to be pre-
sent on the altar during every Catholic Mass. The consensus position, presented within
the framework of Aristotelian categories, posited a wholesale change on the level of sub-
stance that left the accidents in place. In its various iterations, therefore, the doctrine of
transubstantiation held that upon consecration the substance of bread is converted into
the substance of Christ’s body. All that remains of the bread are its outward appear-
ances, or accidents, beneath which exists the body of Christ; a reality that remains
imperceptible to the senses is now grasped by the intellect through faith.1

Increasingly ill at ease with such academic explanations, and ever more vociferous in
his objections, John Wyclif was finally censured by an Oxford council in 1381 and
soon forced to leave the university. Then, in May 1382, a synod convened by
Archbishop William Courtenay at London Blackfriars formally condemned a set of
twenty-four heretical and erroneous propositions implicitly identified with Wyclif. Of
the ten heretical propositions, the first affirms the substantial remanence of the material
bread; the second that accidents cannot continue to exist without a subject following
consecration; and the third that Christ is not really present in a genuine corporeal man-
ner.2 Each condemned article would thus appear to undo some principal component of
transubstantiation, since the bread is said to remain fully intact following consecration,
having not been substantially converted into Christ’s body.

How does one account for Wyclif’s deep aversion to a doctrine that his fellow
schoolmen, even if not all active promotors,3 had learned to accommodate? Some

1A concise presentation of the doctrine can be found, for example, with the thirteenth-century
Dominican Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologiae, ed. P. Caramello, 4 vols. (Rome: Marietti, 1948),
3:494–505 (3.75). For an important overview of medieval eucharistic theology, see the collected essays of
Gary Macy, Treasures from the Storeroom: Medieval Religion and the Eucharist (Collegeville, Minn.:
Liturgical Press, 1999).

2W. W. Shirley, ed., Fasciculi Zizaniorum Magistri Johannis Wyclif cum Tritico, Rolls Series 5 (London:
Longman, Brown, Green, Longmans, Roberts, 1858), 277–278. For a recent study of Wyclif’s eucharistic
theology, see Ian Christopher Levy, John Wyclif’s Theology of the Eucharist in Its Medieval Context
(Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 2014); in addition to the insightful analysis of Stephen Lahey,
John Wyclif (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 102–134, whose work has proved exceptionally valu-
able in developing the themes of this article.

3Many medieval schoolmen reckoned that consubstantiation made the most sense precisely because it
avoided so many metaphysical pitfalls. They were nevertheless willing to accept transubstantiation,
which they believed to be endorsed by canon law. See Duns Scotus, Sentences, in Opera Omnia editio
nova, 26 vols. (Paris: Vivès, 1891–1895), 17:352 (4, d. 11, q. 3); William of Ockham, Tractatus de corpore
Christi, in Opera Theologica, ed. Charles Grassi, vol. 10 (St. Bonaventure, N.Y.: St. Bonaventure University
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modern scholars trace Wyclif’s opposition to his own brand of realist metaphysics that
would not permit the possibility of substantial annihilation nor accidents existing apart
from their proper subjects.4 Others have focused on Wyclif’s growing discomfort with
many of the devotional practices built up around the doctrine of transubstantiation.
Wyclif wished, therefore, to remove the Eucharist from what he took to be the
abuses of popular religion with its festal processions, veneration of relics, and host ado-
ration.5 There is certainly ample support in Wyclif’s writings for both sets of theories,
which are, in fact, complementary. Both may be even better understood in light of
Wyclif’s treatment of the words of institution, since it is the recitation of those words
that effects the decisive change in the eucharistic elements—however that change is
explained.

In matters of metaphysics, Wyclif was a staunch realist committed to the principle
that individual things participate in real universal categories, and so he was unalterably
opposed to the nominalists for whom universals are merely intra-mental organizational
concepts. Wyclif’s particular form of realism contributed to his sense that transubstan-
tiation amounted to annihilationism, since the substance of the bread and wine would
cease to exist upon consecration. Wyclif was convinced, however, that God cannot anni-
hilate any substance without reducing the entire created universe to nothing, for the
very fact that universals are instantiated in particulars. Envisioning a sort of ontological
chain reaction, Wyclif believed that the annihilation of a particular thing would result in
the destruction of its entire genus. Were the bread of the host to be annihilated, there-
fore, “breadness” itself would cease to exist.6

With regard to eucharistic accidents existing without their proper subject, Wyclif
stuck closely to Aristotle’s position that substances are naturally prior to the accidents
which depend upon them for their existence.7 To Wyclif’s mind, the doctrine of tran-
substantiation fails to grasp both the nature and the function of accidents, which exist in
order to modify substances.8 Hence accidental forms such as quantity and quality, while
real, are no more than the quantification and qualification of the substance in which
they inhere. Transubstantiation posits the bread’s substantial conversion even as all
of its accidents remain in place—but take away the bread’s substance and there is

Press, 1986), 100–101; and Pierre d’Ailly, Sentences (Paris, 1515), fols. 265rb–265va (4, q. 6, a. 1). Consider
that Martin Luther specfically appealed to d’Ailly (aka Cardinal of Cambrai) to the effect that consubstan-
tiation seems the most reasonable explanation of real presence: Martin Luther, De captivitate Babylonica
ecclesiae, in D. Martin Luthers Werke, 56 vols. (Weimar: Hermann Böhlau, 1888), 6:508.

4J. A. Robson, Wyclif and the Oxford Schools (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1961), 187–190;
and Gordon Leff, “The Place of Metaphysics in Wyclif’s Theology,” in From Ockham to Wyclif, ed. Anne
Hudson and Michael Wilks (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1987), 217–232.

5J. I. Catto, “John Wyclif and the Cult of the Eucharist,” in The Bible in the Medieval World: Essays in
Honor of Beryl Smalley, ed. Katherine Walsh and Diana Wood (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1985), 269–286.
For an overview of late medieval eucharistic piety, see Miri Rubin, Corpus Christi: The Eucharist in Late
Medieval Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991).

6John Wyclif, De potencia productiva dei ad extra, in De ente librorum duorum excerpta, ed. Michael
Henry Dziewicki (London: Wyclif Society, 1909), 289 (chap. 12).

7Aristotle, Categories 2.1a–b, 5.2a–3a; and Artistotle, Metaphysics 7.1028a. See also the discussion in
Jörgen Vijgen, The Status of Eucharistic Accidents “sine subiecto”: An Historical Survey up to Thomas
Aquinas and Selected Reactions (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 2013), 21–29.

8John Wyclif, De ente predicamentali, ed. Rudolf Beer (London: Wyclif Spociety, 1891), 38. See also the
discussion in Alessandro Conti, “Wyclif’s Logic and Metaphysics,” in John Wyclif: Late Medieval
Theologian, ed. Ian Christopher Levy (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 67–125 (chap. 5), esp. 108–113.
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nothing left for its accidents to quantify and qualify.9 Wyclif pointedly rejected, more-
over, the argument that, while self-subsistent accidents might be impossible in the nat-
ural order, it is still possible for God to bring this about supernaturally. Disrupting the
normal order of causation would actually run contrary to the Divine Nature itself,
according to Wyclif, since it would posit superfluous actions on God’s part, as God
would thus be circumventing the processes that he himself put in place.10

More to the point, perhaps, positing such subject-less accidents opens the door to
wholesale deception, since our sense experience of accidents will no longer offer our
intellect any certain proof for the existence of an underlying substance. This suspension
of the natural order would, Wyclif believed, render God a deceiver and his cosmos
unintelligible.11 So it was that Wyclif’s metaphysical misgivings only fueled his fear
that the Eucharist was becoming an occasion for idolatry. But this is what happens,
he lamented, when people fail to realize that Christ’s presence is spiritually hidden in
the sacrament rather than substantially present beneath the bread’s remaining accidents.
As a result, many laypeople are worshipping the host, adoring what is by nature bread,
thereby lapsing into idolatry and reduced to bestial servitude by clerically perpetrated
delusions. A cynical clergy, Wyclif surmises, would prefer that the laity wallow in
these dangerous errors rather than put at risk popular devotion to the consecrated
host.12

II. The Words of the Priest Demonstrate Nothing

In his influential work De missarum mysteriis, Lotario di Segni (the future Pope
Innocent III) addressed the question as to what Christ was demonstrating when he
spoke the words, “Hoc est corpus meum.” Specifically, Lotario asked what the demon-
strative pronoun hoc was referring to here. He noted that it could not be referring to the
bread, since bread cannot be Christ’s body. Nor can it refer to the body at that moment,
since Christ had not yet completed the statement that effects the conversion. Lotario’s
solution to this seemingly obscure scholastic question would be frequently cited in later
centuries as a principled theory, among others, that sought to explain how the conse-
cratory formula functions. According to Lotario, at the Last Supper, Christ actually con-
secrated the bread when he blessed it, such that it had been converted into his body
before he said to his disciples, “This is my body.” Although Christ accomplished this
by his own divine power through the blessing, he then presented the formula under
which later priests would be able to bless the host. What, then, does the pronoun
hoc demonstrate when the priest utters the words of consecration? The answer is

9John Wyclif, Sermo 25, in Sermones, ed. Johann Loserth, 4 vols. (London: Wyclif Society, 1887–1890),
3:193; and John Wyclif, De materia et forma, in Johannis Wyclif Miscellanea Philosophica, ed. Michael
Henry Dziewicki, 2 vols. (London: Wyclif Society, 1902–1905), 1:165–170 (chap. 1).

10John Wyclif, De apostasia, ed. Michael Henry Dziewicki (London: Wyclif Society, 1889), 138–139
(chap. 11). See Thomas Aquinas’s attempt to resolve all the problems attendant upon the separation of sub-
jects and accidents, Summa theologiae 3.77.1.

11John Wyclif, De eucharistia tractatus maior, ed. Johann Loserth (London: Wyclif Society, 1892), 78–79
(chap. 3); and Wyclif, De apostasia, 119–120 (chap. 10), 132–133 (chap. 11). The fourteenth-century
Dominican Robert Holcot freely admitted in his Sentences commentary (4, q. 3) that God could, in fact,
rearrange the created order in such ways but reckoned it unlikely that God would actually do so. For further
discussion, see Dallas Denery, “From Sacred Mystery to Divine Deception: Robert Holkot, John Wyclif and
the Transformation of Fourteenth-Century Eucharistic Discourse,” Journal of Religion 29 (2005): 129–144.

12Wyclif, De eucharistia, 15 (chap. 1), 318 (chap. 9); and John Wyclif, De blasphemia, ed. Michael Henry
Dziewicki (London: Wyclif Society, 1893), 20–21 (chap. 2).
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nothing (nihil), for he is not employing these words in an assertive manner (enuntita-
tive) but rather in a recitative way (recitative). The priest, therefore, is merely reciting,
repeating out loud, the words that confer the power of Christ’s blessing.13

Lotario’s solution made its way into the 1215 Glossa Ordinaria on Gratian’s
Decretum, where the Eucharist is treated at length in the De consecratione section. It
is within the commentary on the canon Timorem that the glossator Johannes
Teutonicus noted that it is customarily asked what is demonstrated by the pronoun
hoc. Johannes follows along the path outlined by Lotario just a few decades earlier,
pointing out that the hoc cannot refer to the bread, since the bread is not the body
of Christ. Nor can it refer to the body, for it does not seem fitting that the transubstan-
tiation would occur prior to the completion of the whole formula. It is at this point that
the glossator offers his own opinion, basically adopting Lotario’s solution, even if
couched in different terminology. Nothing is demonstrated by this statement uttered
by the priest for the very fact that it is a case of material supposition (materialiter poni-
tur). Yet how, asks Johannes, could transubstantiation take place if nothing is signified
by this statement? It is because when Christ uttered this phrase he employed it in a sig-
nifying manner (utebatur significative voce) whereas priests today employ it materially
(nos utimur materialiter).14

Johannes substituted “materialiter” for Lotario’s “recitative” when describing the
utterance of the priest. Although the adverb recitative was most commonly employed
in this case, Peter the Chanter had already in the twelfth century employed the adverb
materialiter with the same sense.15 That the latter adverb specifically denotes an
instance of material supposition (whereby words stand in for words, not things) is clar-
ified by the Dominican Richard Fishacre in his circa 1245 Sentences commentary (bk. 4,
d. 8). Richard observed that some say that when the priest utters the words of conse-
cration, he does not assert but rather recites the words of Christ. Hence the whole prop-
osition is taken materialiter, which means that the pronoun hoc functions there
materially. It is just as if one were to say that “this pronoun hoc is a monosyllable.”
The point being that the hoc is not functioning demonstratively here, as though dem-
onstrating some actual thing, but only materially as a stand-in for the word itself.16

Reading the eucharistic formula as an instance of material supposition was by no
means confined to the thirteenth century, which is evinced by the fact that two of
Wyclif’s contemporary opponents could still present it as a plausible, even if not defin-
itive, explanation. In direct response to Wyclif, the Augustinian friar Thomas
Winterton thus recounted:

Christ transubstantiated the bread into his body through the blessing, not formally
through the pronouncement of the words, “hoc est corpus meum.” . . . Since the
blessing at that time preceded the pronouncement of those words, it does not

13Lotario di Segni, De missarum mysteriis [De sacro altaris mysterio], in J. P. Migne, Patrologiae cursus
completus: Series Latina, 221 vols. (Paris: Migne, 1844–1864) (hereafter cited as PL), 217:868c–d. Note that
Thomas Aquinas, in Summa theologiae 3.78.1, did not accept Lotario di Segni’s explanation and felt free to
dissent since the future Pope Innocent III had merely been expressing an opinion at the time rather than
rendering a formal determination.

14Gregorii XIII, Corpus juris canonici emendatum et notis illustratum, 3 parts in 4 vols. (Rome, 1582),
col. 2518 (D 2 de cons. c. 25). See also Emil Friedberg, ed. Corpus Iuris Canonici, 2 vols. (Leipzig, 1879;
repr., Graz: Akademische Druck- u. Verlagsanstalt, 1959), 1:1322.

15Irène Rosier-Catach, La Parole Efficace: Signe, Rituel, Sacré (Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 2004), 392–394.
16The Fishacre text is transcribed in the annex of Rosier-Catach, La Parole Efficace, 461.
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seem unfitting that the transubstantiation also preceded that pronouncement. But
now, in the mystery enacted by the priests, transubstantiation occurs by virtue of
Christ’s words, the pronouncement of which we believe confers the divine blessing.17

Accordingly, therefore, the words demonstrate nothing since they are pronounced only
recitatively in Christ’s name. In this same vein, Wyclif’s implacable foe, the Franciscan
William Woodford, had specifically cited Lotario di Segni’s tract to the effect that
Christ had taken the bread in his hands and consecrated it by means of his blessing
before he spoke the words “hoc est corpus meum.” This, in turn, means that the
bread was fully converted into Christ’s body even before the Lord had begun to utter
this proposition. The pronoun hoc did not demonstrate the bread but rather the body
of Christ, which is now contained underneath the species of the bread that has been tran-
substantiated into his body. Thus, when the priest consecrates at the altar today, says
Woodford, he is speaking the words “hoc est corpus meum” materially and recitatively
rather than indicatively or assertively.18 Woodford proposed this as one viable theory
among others, although not necessarily his own position, as we will see below.

Wyclif thoroughly understood the principles of material supposition, of course, and
provided a concise definition whereby a term stands in for itself (pro se ipso).19 That
does not mean, however, that Wyclif wished to see this principle applied to the eucha-
ristic formula. In fact, he specifically took issue with “certain decretists, such as the
common glossator on De consecratione distinction 2, who maintain that nothing at
all is demonstrated by the pronoun, since the whole prayer must be taken materially
as though [the priest] is reciting what Christ has said.”20 Yet, as Wyclif sees it, if the
words of institution really are an instance of material supposition, they will be stripped
of their effective sacramental power of conversion. The hoc must demonstrate some
actual thing beyond itself: this thing here in the world to which one can point.
Wyclif will therefore insist that the pronoun hoc signifies the bread throughout the
proposition, even as that bread undergoes a miraculous sacramental (not substantial)
conversion into Christ’s body. It is at once the same and not the same bread because
it has taken on a new way of existing in the world. To better understand why Wyclif
was so adamant about this point, it will be instructive to survey his general theory of
propositions.

III. Real Propositions Speak the Truth

Very early in his career Wyclif had defined a proposition along traditional lines in keep-
ing with Boethius and the thirteenth-century logician William of Sherwood: “It is an
indicative statement, grammatically correct, signifying something either true or false,
and producing a complete thought in the mind of the hearer.”21 Yet Wyclif was not

17See Thomas Winterton, Absolutio, in Fasciculi Zizaniorum Magistri Johannis Wyclif cum Tritico,
ed. W. W. Shirley, Rolls Series 5 (London: Longman, Brown, Green, Longmans, Roberts, 1858), 215–217.

18William Woodford, De causis condempnationis articulorum, in Fasciculus rerum expetendarum et
fugiendarum prout Orthuino Gratio [. . .] editus est Coloniae, A. D. MDXXXV, ed. E. Brown (London,
1690), 194.

19John Wyclif, De logica, ed. Michael Henry Diziewicki, 3 vols., (London: Wyclif Society, 1893–1899),
1:39 (chap. 12).

20John Wyclif, Sermo 34, in Sermones, ed. Johann Loserth, 4 vols. (London: Wyclif Society, 1887–1890),
3:278.

21Wyclif, De logica, 1:14 (chap. 5). See Gabriel Nuchelmans, Theories of Proposition: Ancient and
Medieval Conceptions of the Bearers of Truth and Falsity (Amsterdam: North-Holland, 1973), 165–176.
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content to treat propositions simply at the level of grammatical coherence; they had to
address, even mirror, a greater cosmic coherence that undergirded them and made them
true. To that end, Wyclif set out to refute the English Franciscan William of Ockham,
who maintained that an affirmative proposition, such as “Bucephalus is a horse,” will be
true just so long as the subject and predicate supposit for the same thing. The truth of
the proposition, therefore, is sufficiently accounted for by this grammatical agreement
apart from any conditions in the outside world beyond the proposition.22 What this
means, moreover, is that the proposition itself is the immediate object of our knowl-
edge.23 Ockham’s reductionism did not sit well with his fellow Franciscan Adam
Wodeham, however, who argued instead that we assent to propositions because they
affirm what is actually the case in the external world. Hence, we are making judgments
first and foremost about real things, not propositions. And yet we are not merely assent-
ing to the existence of those things but rather to the manner in which those things exist.
Consequently, Wodeham maintained that some arrangement of things in the world, or
state of affairs, is the object signified by the proposition and, furthermore, is what makes
that proposition true.24

While following along similar lines as Wodeham, Wyclif took matters even further
so as to affirm that “everything that exists can be called a proposition.” By this, Wyclif
meant that real things are themselves a conjoining of subject and predicate, such that
our propositions mirror an external structure that is already in place.25 As it was, there-
fore, Wyclif believed that no sentence could be true or necessary except for the truth or
necessity it bears in the real world.26 It is not the imposition of terms that accounts for
the level of agreement between real things (res extra) but the fact that these agreements
are grounded essentially in the things themselves, not simply in signs.27 That Wyclif
exhibited such confidence in the ability of language to reflect the truth of things
owes to the fact that the Divine Intellect secures the intelligibility of the created
world, which in turn allows human beings to attain some understanding of eternal
truths. Not only every necessary truth but all contingent truths find their cause in
God’s Eternal Reason.28 Hence, when Wyclif defended real propositions (ex parte

22Claude Panaccio, “Semantics and Mental Language,” in The Cambridge Companion to Ockahm, ed.
Paul Vincent Spade (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 53–75; and Calvin Normore,
“Some Aspects of Ockham’s Logic,” in The Cambridge Companion to Ockahm, ed. Paul Vincent Spade
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 13–52. See Ockham’s discussion in his Summa logica 2.2.

23Nuchelmans, Theories of Proposition, 209–211.
24Note that Wodeham developed his theory of “complex signifiables” partially in reply to Walter

Chatton, whose own response to Ockham he reckoned overly simplistic. See Jack Zupko, “How it Played
in the Rue de Fouarre: The Reception of Adam Wodeham’s Theory of the Complexe Significabile in the
Arts Faculty at Paris in the Mid-Fourteenth Century,” Franciscan Studies 54 (1994–1997): 211–225;
Gedeon Gál, “Adam of Wodeham’s Question on the ‘Complexe Signficabile’ as the Immediate Object of
Scientific Knowledge,” Franciscan Studies 37 (1977): 66–102; and Lahey, John Wyclif, 76–79.

25Wyclif, De logica, 1:14–15 (chap. 5). See Richard Gaskin, “John Wyclif and the Theory of Complex
Signifiables,” Vivarium 47 (2009): 74–96; and Laurent Cesalli, “Le ‘pan propositionnalisme’ de Jean
Wyclif,” Vivarium 43 (2005): 124–155.

26John Wyclif, De universalibus, ed. Ivan Mueller (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985), 140 (chap. 7).
See Alessandro Conti, “Wyclif as an Opponent of Ockham: A Case of Realist Reaction to Ockham’s
Approach to Logic, Metaphysics, and Theology,” in A Companion to Responses to Ockham, ed. Christian
Rode (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 109–139.

27Wyclif, De universalibus, 49 (chap. 1).
28Laurent Cesalli, “Intentionality and Truth-Making: Augustine’s Influence on Burley and Wyclif’s

Propositional Semantics,” Vivarium 45 (2007): 283–297.
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rei), it was because they are formed by God himself.29 We do not assent merely to an
arrangement of terms, as Ockham would have it, but to divinely uttered propositions
embedded in the structure of the cosmos.30

This theory of propositions that maps so closely to the arrangement of things in the
world led Wyclif to reject any interpretation of the eucharistic formula that rests upon
material supposition, which is the case with Lotario di Segni’s popular rendition. The
terms of a proposition must be ordered in such a way that they correctly present
some state of affairs that presently exists or, in the case of a Divine Speaker, is brought
into existence as a consequence of being spoken. Always, though, there must be a direct
correlation between the proposition and the real order. The proposition “hoc est corpus
meum,” therefore, cannot possibly be left to demonstrate nothing. This is because “the
bread being Christ’s body” is an actual state of affairs eternally willed and known by
God; the proposition “hoc est corpus meum” demonstrates this truth that could not
be otherwise. We can further explore this principle in the following section, which
looks at the treatment of the eucharistic formula precisely as a spoken proposition.

IV. The Dynamics of the Spoken Word

Because the words of institution were, and must be, said out loud by somebody—first by
Christ at the Last Supper and subsequently by priests at the altar—medieval theologians
had to account for the successive nature of spoken propositions that unfold one word
after another. And since it was generally agreed that the body of Christ is not present
under the species of the bread until the end of the formula’s enunciation, one needed to
explain how the pronoun (hoc) could demonstrate a thing (corpus) that only becomes
present at a future time. It was to this end that Richard Fishacre had drawn a distinction
between the time in which the words are being uttered (tempus in quo) and the time in
view of which they are uttered (tempus pro quo). Even if all the elements of the prop-
osition are not enunciated at the same instant, they are nevertheless spoken with refer-
ence to that last instant ( pro ultimo instanti), and it is at this last instant that the
proposition will be declared true.31

The younger Wyclif seemed to be at home with this sort of analysis, adopting the
traditional position that “a spoken proposition is composed from words successively
uttered. And it exists only as long as any one of its parts is in existence; for it is a suc-
cessive reality [res succesiva], just like time.” Unlike permanent things which possess all
of their parts simultaneously, therefore, the vocal proposition’s parts exist one after
another.32 Wyclif was content to read the eucharistic formula successively at a time
when he was still accepting of transubstantiation:

It is nevertheless certain that a proposition is sufficiently true, even if its primary
significate is not present for the duration [of the proposition], but is present either

29Wyclif, De universalibus, 21 (chap. 1).
30Wyclif, De universalibus, 147–148 (chap. 7).
31Paul J. J. M. Bakker, “Hoc est corpus meum: L’Analyse de la formule de la consécration chez des

théologiens du xiv et dù xv siècles,” in Vestiga, Imagines, Verba, ed. Constantino Marmo (Turnhout:
Brepols, 1997), 427–451; and Alain de Libera and Irène Rosier-Catach, “L’Analyse Scotiste de la formule
de la consécration eucharistique,” in Vestiga, Imagines, Verba, ed. Constantino Marmo (Turnhout:
Brepols, 1997), 171–201.

32Wyclif, De logica, 1:15 (chap. 5). See Laurent Cesalli, Le Réalisme Propositionnel (Paris: J. Vrin, 2007),
327. The above quote from De logica follows Cesalli’s correction of the text.
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after or before [the proposition is complete], as with the proposition which the
priest in the person of Christ utters when he says, “hoc est corpus meum.” For
surely this proposition is the sign of the confection of Christ’s body. It is certain
that the body of Christ, as it is underneath the accidents of the host, is demon-
strated by the pronoun [hoc]. And it is also certain that the conversion or trans-
ference occurs for the first time only at the end [of the proposition] when the
consecratory prayer has been pronounced. For if one omits any part of this prayer
there can be no conversion, as the doctors generally say.33

In the event, though, Wyclif came to be troubled by what he reckoned the fundamental
indeterminacy of spoken propositions, especially when coupled with the question of
substantial conversion: “This (becomes) my body.”

Although Wyclif does not mention Ockham’s (typically subtle) treatment of this
question, we catch a glimpse here of the sort of indeterminacy, or uncertainty, that
Wyclif had in mind in his later years. Ockham reckoned the eucharistic proposition
spoken by the priest to be true, because the priest uttering these words should intend
to demonstrate Christ’s body when uttering the pronoun hoc. The key, for Ockham,
is that the priest will form one mental proposition at that instant in which he utters
the hoc and another when he reaches the meum. The first mental proposition addresses
the future: “This body that will immediately exist underneath these species, if the prop-
osition is correctly spoken, is my body.” Formed for that instant when the pronoun hoc
is uttered, it is unqualifiedly true. At the end of the utterance, however, the priest forms
another mental proposition which pertains to the present: “This body existing under-
neath those species, is my body.”34 Ockham insists that the same thing is consistently
demonstrated at the beginning and at the end of the proposition, although the mental
propositions differ insofar as the first is formed with respect to the future, while the sec-
ond is formed with respect to the present. This makes sense, says Ockham, because at
the beginning of the utterance Christ’s body is not present beneath the species, whereas
it is present there at the end.35

That the mental proposition is true both at the beginning and at the end, even if not
in the same way, owes to the fact that the mental proposition is simultaneously whole
(tota simul), since it is formed in an instant. The vocalized proposition is formed suc-
cessively, however, which means that it is only true at the end but not at the beginning.
Vocal propositions introduce a level of uncertainty, according to Ockham, because at
the beginning the listener is not sure what the complete proposition will turn out to
be. Even after the priest has spoken the words “hoc est corpus,” the listener still does
not know whether the one uttering these words intends to speak about the body of a
donkey or a man. So it is that the spoken proposition remains indeterminate up
until the very end, neither true nor false, so long as it remains incomplete.36

By the late stages of his career, this sort of explanation left Wyclif cold, such that he
came to summarily reject successive propositions. The most pointed discussion—and
one that is relevant to his treatment of the Eucharist—is found in his 1382/1383
Trialogus, wherein Wyclif argued that the proper formula for contracting marriage

33John Wyclif, De scientia Dei, ed. Luigi Campi (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 49 (chap. 5).
34William of Ockham, Quodlibeta Septem, in Opera Theologica, ed. Joseph Wey, vol. 9 (St. Bonaventure,

N.Y.: St. Bonaventure University Press, 1980), 193–194 (Quodlibet 2, q. 19).
35Ockham, Quodlibeta Septem, 196 (Quodlibet 2, q. 19).
36Ockham, Quodlibeta Septem, 196–197 (Quodlibet 2, q. 19).
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should not be spoken in the present tense, “I take you to be my wife” (ego te accipio in
uxorem), but in the future, “I will take you” (ego te accipiam). Wyclif was well aware that
canon law explicitly stated that the present tense alone was acceptable to contract a valid
marriage. Yet he found various problems with this formula, one of which is rooted in
the successive nature of human speech. To say that the marriage is contracted at that
present moment when the speaker enunciates the words “ego te accipio in uxorem”
overlooks the fact that when the spoken word (vox) ceases to be, it no longer exists,
which means that the marriage formula—itself a successive rather than a permanent
thing—cannot have all its requisite parts assembled at the same time. And so, lacking
such cohesion, the formula is unable to effect what it signifies. By rejecting the validity
of the present tense proposition on these grounds, Wyclif had therefore bypassed that
established distinction (noted above) between the tempus in quo and tempus pro quo,
which had been designed to obviate just this sort of dilemma. As it was, Wyclif deter-
mined that only the future tense, “I will take you” (ego te accipiam), would render a
valid sacramental marriage.37

At some point, Wyclif seems to have come to the conclusion that propositions which
posit a sort of evolving reality cannot be true. The clearest indication of this principle
can be found among some brief remarks his 1380 De eucharistia, where Wyclif insisted
that in the proposition “hoc est corpus meum” the demonstrative pronoun hoc must
consistently refer to the bread. This is the case, he says, because if the hoc designates
bread at the beginning, and it is subsequently converted into something different at
the end, the proposition would be false in its succession, since its meaning would
change as it progresses.38 Both the marriage formula and the eucharistic words of insti-
tution are present tense propositions that are supposed to make something happen, to
effect a change in the situation: to make unmarried persons into married persons and
bread into Christ’s body. Yet such efficacy, according to Wyclif, would seem to require
that all the parts of the proposition exist simultaneously, which is not the case with spo-
ken propositions since they are successive, as opposed to permanent, things. Wyclif
knew that people do actually get married and that the bread does (in some way) become
Christ’s body; the question is what role the utterance of propositions plays in making
these things happen.

Wyclif’s posthumous opponent, the Carmelite Thomas Netter, was puzzled by his
position that the pronoun hoc must consistently demonstrate the same thing (bread)
lest the proposition be false in its succession. Interestingly, even as Netter would
procced against Wyclif, he readily admitted—here as late as 1430—that there is a
range of theories regarding the manner by which the words of institution might achieve
the conversion of the elements, such that a person could hold one or another view with-
out necessarily being wrong (hic sine culpa erroris diversi diversa sentiunt).39 This is
important to remember, for even as Wyclif had been formally condemned at the
Council of Constance, along with the Bohemian reformer Jan Hus (who was burned
at the stake there on July 6, 1415), there still remained in late medieval Christendom

37John Wyclif, Trialogus, ed. Johann Lechler (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1869), 323 (4.32). See Laurent
Cesalli, “Wyclif on the Felicity (Conditions) of Marriage,” Vivarium 49 (2011): 258–274. Regarding the
canon law on valid marriage contracts, see Richard H. Helmholz, The Spirit of Classical Canon Law
(Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1996), 238–240.

38Wyclif, De eucharistia, 123 (chap. 5).
39Thomas Netter, Doctrinale Antiquitatum Fidei Catholicae Ecclesiae, ed. B. Blanciotti, 3 vols. (Venice,

1757–1759; repr., Farnborough: Gregg, 1967), 2:193–194.
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a good deal of latitude when treating the more complex components of sacramental
theology.40

Now, according to Netter, God has affixed to the sacramental words a certain power
so that by one simple process they effect what they signify and thereby express a truthful
meaning.41 He recounts that when he was younger he thought that the word est was the
effective word, just as when Jesus cleansed lepers with his word mundare (be clean) and
when God created the elements of the world with his fiat (let there be). Netter subse-
quently refined his position, noting that one should not isolate the word est as if it could
stand alone and thereby render the remainder of the proposition superfluous. With the
pronunciation of the word est, the conversion has been immediately consummated,
according to Netter, but only insofar as it is understood with reference to those
words which follow and bring the proposition to its completion.42

V. The Operative Power of Language

Netter’s commentary on the conversion process is in keeping with the generally held
principle that language can possess an operative value whereby the eucharistic formula
implies that one thing is going to be converted into another thing by the power of the
words that are pronounced. Hence the pronouncement of the words “this is my body”
will produce the thing that the proposition signifies, in this case the body of Christ,
which did not exist there prior to this pronouncement.43 It was along these lines that
the Franciscan theologian Peter Auriol determined that the eucharistic proposition is
not merely indicative but specifically conversive. Auriol noted that an indicative prop-
osition indicates the truth of the composition of the subject with the predicate but not
the effective conversion of the subject into the predicate. “Hoc est corpus meum” can-
not, therefore, be judged by the standards of an indicative proposition whereby the pro-
noun would have to supposit consistently for the existence of the subject throughout the
whole proposition. Whereas in a conversive proposition, which effects what it signifies,
the pronoun hoc does supposit for the existence of one subject (bread) at the beginning
of the proposition and another subject (body) that is verified at the end. This is possible
precisely because the original subject has undergone a conversion over the course of the
utterance.44 Some decades later, in direct response to Wyclif, the aforementioned William
Woodford argued that even had Christ demonstrated the bread that he held in his hands
through the pronoun hoc, one need not conclude that the bread remains following the
consecration. Just the opposite is the case, according to Woodford, for here the est should
be taken in an active, operational sense (practice) such that it is transformative rather than
merely descriptive. Read in this way, “This is my body”means, “This is becoming [fit] my
body,” or “This is being converted/transubstantiated into my body.”45

40For the formal list of Wyclif’s condemned errors, see Henry Denzinger and Adolf Schönmetzer, eds.,
Enchiridion Symbolorum, 36th ed. (Rome: Herder, 1976), nos. 1151–1195.

41Netter, Doctrinale Antiquitatum Fidei Catholicae Ecclesiae, 2:193–194.
42Netter, Doctrinale Antiquitatum Fidei Catholicae Ecclesiae, 2:194. Cf. Wyclif, De eucharistia, 123

(chap. 5). For more on Netter’s eucharistic theology, see I. C. Levy, “Thomas Netter on the Eucharist,”
in Thomas Netter of Walden: Carmelite, Diplomat and Theologian, ed. Johan Bergström-Allen and
Richard Copsey (Rome: St Albert’s Press, 2009), 273–314.

43Irène Rosier, La Parole comme Acte: Sur la grammaire et sémantique au XIII siècle (Paris: J. Vrin,
1994), 198–206.

44Peter Auriol, Sentences (Rome, 1605), 75 (4, d. 8, q. 2, a. 2).
45The text is partially edited by Paul J. J. M. Bakker, “Les Septuaginta duae quaestiones de sacramento

eucharistae de Guillaume Woodford O.F.M. Présentation del’ouvrage et édition de la question 51,” in
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The changing referent of the pronoun hoc is exactly what troubled Wyclif, since it
would seem to introduce an intolerable level of uncertainty into Christ’s words, border-
ing even upon the deceptive. Wyclif pointedly rejected, therefore, the sort of argument
seen above whereby the eucharistic proposition is reckoned productive and transforma-
tive (factiva et conversiva) and so anticipates its own verification: when one reaches the
end of the proposition, what was at first not true will then be true. Wyclif, moreover,
reckoned such an explanation fundamentally incoherent: if the first part of the propo-
sition forms the foundation for saying that Christ’s body is present, and this first part is
actually false, then the foundation for the subsequent statement is clearly lacking.46 For
Wyclif, it is the changing truth value that invalidates the proposition. Hence his com-
plaint above about the “hoc est corpus meum” proposition being false in its succession.
The larger problem with a proposition that substantially changes what it purports to
indicate is that it misses the purpose of language itself, which is to mirror the immutable
propositions eternally spoken by God that constitute the real order of things.

Convinced that the subject of a proposition cannot undergo a substantial conversion
in the course of its utterance, Wyclif instead maintained that the bread which Christ
took in his hands is demonstrated by the first demonstrative pronoun (hoc), and the
very same thing is indicated by the following possessive pronoun (meum). No faithful
person can be expected to believe, says Wyclif, that Christ took the bread and gave it to
the disciples, unless he was thinking of that bread when he uttered the initial pronoun
(hoc). Were this not the case, Christ would be deceiving his church, having one thing in
mind while indicating another by his gestures and words.47 Although this appears com-
monsensical to Wyclif, it should be noted that the Franciscan William Melitona had
proposed that the bread designated to the senses is actually not designated for its
own sake but only insofar as it will be converted and thus to the extent that it signifies
the body of Christ. By indicating bread to sensible perception, therefore, the celebrant
actually intends to represent the body of Christ to the intellect.48 Wyclif does not men-
tion William, but this is the sort of bait and switch that so unnerves him, since it atta-
ches a further layer of ambiguity to what should otherwise be a straightforward
demonstration.

And yet, for all of Wyclif’s objections to prevailing explanations of the eucharistic
formula, he, too, believed that Christ had by his words transformed ordinary bread
into his body. Wyclif, the Catholic priest, did not doubt that some sort of conversion
does occur at the altar when celebrating the Mass. Nevertheless, he held that in
order for the eucharistic formula to be a genuinely transformative (conversiva) propo-
sition, the hoc must supposit for the bread that remains after the consecration, even
though that bread is now—albeit in some indefinable spiritual manner—Christ’s
body. Christ had blessed the bread before giving it to his disciples, which is an act of
amelioration; the bread is elevated to a glorious state that it had not enjoyed only
moments before the blessing. None of this would be possible, however, if the words
of institution were to initiate a process of destruction such that the bread’s substance
ceased to exist, for that would amount to a curse (maledictio) rather than a blessing

Chemins de la Pensée Médiévale: Etudes offertes à Zénon Kaluza, ed. Paul Bakker, Emmanuel Faye, and
Christophe Grellard (Turnhout: Brepols, 2002), 440–449, esp. 488–491. Bakker followed as his main text
British Library MS Royal 7 B III, and I have consulted alongside his edition MS Bodley 703, fols. 140r–143r.

46Wyclif, De apostasia, 188 (chap. 14).
47Wyclif, Trialogus, 251–252 (4.3).
48Rosier-Catach, La Parole Efficace, 417–419.
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(benedictio). Indeed, says Wyclif, it would have been a curse even more severe than had
withered the fig tree (Mark 11:21), for then at least the substance of the tree remained.49

Only a remanentist conversion is possible, as Wyclif sees it, since it permits the sub-
ject—in this case the bread—to retain its substantial identity throughout the transfor-
mation. In his own way, and to his own purposes, Wyclif adheres to Aristotle’s
understanding of change (Physics 1.7) whereby there must be some underlying subject
that persists over the course of the change.50 To be clear, Wyclif was not proposing the
sort of substantial or accidental change that Aristotle had addressed. But he does apply
this basic principle of continuity to the effect that the bread is a persistent subject that,
over the course of the benediction, experiences a spiritual change, an ameliorative trans-
formation. The bread, while substantially remaining bread, has nevertheless lost its
ordinary profane status and has acquired a new sacred way of existing in the world.

VI. Intentions and Words

If it is agreed that a genuine conversion does occur at the altar as the priest utters the con-
secratory prayer, does that mean that the words themselves actually make this happen?
When addressing the words of institution specifically as the sacramental form of the
Eucharist, Wyclif determined that successive words do not possess of themselves (ex se)
the efficacy to convert the elements. Instead, such power belongs to the word of God assist-
ing the celebrating priest standing in for Christ who originally spoke those words; that is
what effects the conversion. God nevertheless finds it fitting to operate through spoken
words, according to Wyclif, and in that way performs this action. We only attribute
such power to the spoken words of consecration improperly or equivocally in as much
as they are functioning here instrumentally. God remains the Supreme Artisan who is
able to accomplish his work through weak and abject instruments. As for when the
sacramental proposition begins to be true, Wyclif determines that it cannot be while the
proposition is still being spoken but only at the final instant of its utterance.51

Wyclif was not saying here that the truth value of the proposition is changing, as
though moving from false to true, only that it must have assembled all of its parts if
it is to correctly demonstrate the real order of things. Bear in mind, moreover, that
even this “waiting” for truth is only something that takes place on the human temporal
plane where we experience reality as a series of instants one after the other. Because God
concedes to human speech a secondary causal role in effecting the eucharistic conver-
sion, the pronouncement of these words make something happen in time that God
himself has eternally known to be the case—namely, that bread would become
Christ’s body on this altar today.

The words of the consecratory prayer are not inconsequential, therefore, but neither
are they essential in themselves to effect the eucharistic conversion. This might seem

49Wyclif, De eucharistia, 293 (chap. 9).
50While pointedly declining to speak of the conversion of the bread into Christ’s body—which, he

remarks, “the church calls transubstantiation,” but which he finds “inscrutable”—Wyclif nevertheless did
address the principles of substantial change wherein it is prime matter that remains constant; see
Wyclif, De materia et forma, 1:189–190 (chap. 4). Note Wyclif’s subsequent discussion of the Trinity as
a paradigm such that the Father is the matter, the Son the form, and the Holy Spirit the compound of
both: De materia et forma, 1:195 (chap. 4). Wyclif proceeds to argue that prime matter does exist in
some measure even without form, since it must first be capable of receiving form and therefore be naturally
prior to it: De materia et forma 6, 1:207–208.

51Wyclif, De eucharistia, 89 (chap. 4).
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strange in light of what has been said about propositions reflecting the composition of
the external world. To trace Wyclif’s further thoughts on this matter, one needs to step
back to the 1202 decretal Cum Marthae, wherein Pope Innocent III had addressed con-
cerns of the archbishop of Lyons that the canon of the Mass does not precisely replicate
the wording of the Eucharist as recorded in the Gospels. Here Innocent responded that
the church rightly accepts many things regarding the words and deeds of Christ that are
not found in the four Gospels but that have been supplied by the apostles, whether in
Acts or the Epistles. Whatever may be added in the canon of the Mass, therefore, can be
supported from other places in the New Testament.52 Along these same lines, the
fourteenth-century theologian Richard FitzRalph had concluded that variation
among the New Testament texts themselves, and any differences with the Roman
form, amount to nothing more than small discrepancies in words (verba) rather than
meaning (sensus).53 Specifically citing Cum Marthae as well as FitzRalph’s treatment
of this question, Wyclif would himself contend that no single form is required for con-
secration, given the fact that ecclesiastical usage does not precisely match the New
Testament accounts. We ought to attend to the sense of the words, therefore, recogniz-
ing that such verbal variation does not bear upon the substance of the sacrament.54

In response to those who claim that by omitting even one word in the consecratory
prayer the priest does not confect, Wyclif actually allowed for a fair amount of leeway.
Even were one to stick solely to Latin, he notes, one must still allow for various forms of
pronunciation, notably in the case of the letter “c.” In fact, Wyclif believes such diversity
concurs with the polyphonic resonance of the heavens. Forcing every priest and congre-
gation to follow some exact iteration of words and standard pronunciation might even
amount to an unholy favoritism (see Acts 10:34). It is sufficient that the faithful agree in
the underlying sacred meaning that, according to Wyclif, remains prior to the language
by which that meaning is expressed—in this case, that the bread figuratively is the body
of Christ.55

This attempt to get at what lies behind human language is in keeping with Wyclif’s
likening of language—whether Hebrew, Greek, Latin, or English—to a garment (habi-
tus) in which God’s Law is clothed.56 This in turn may be an allusion to Augustine’s
famous discussion in his De trinitate of the inner word that shines within and precedes
the outer word by which it is signified, hence the verbum cordis preceding the language
that expresses it. The saint went on to say what Wyclif also affirms here: that while
God’s word is scattered in the sounds of many different languages through the hearts
and mouths of men, it remains the word of God in as much as divine, rather than
human, doctrine is handed down.57 For Wyclif, it seems, real propositions can be

52Decretales Gregorii IX, L. 3, t. 41, c. 6; Friedberg, Corpus Iuris Canonici, 2:637–638.
53Richard FitzRalph, Summa in questionibus Armenorum (Paris, 1512), fol. 66v (9.2).
54Wyclif, De eucharistia, 90–91 (chap. 4).
55Wyclif, De eucharistia, 92 (chap. 4). Note that in the Middle Ages, Latin was pronounced as the ver-

nacular in one’s own region, such that an English priest would pronounce the Latin Mass differently than a
German or an Italian. See Henry Ansgar Kelly, “Lawyers’ Latin: Loquenda ut Vulgus,” Journal of Legal
Education 38 (1988): 195–207.

56John Wyclif, De contrarietate duorum dominorum, in Polemical Works in Latin, ed. Rudolf
Buddensieg, 2 vols. (London: Wyclif Society, 1883), 2:700–701 (chap. 3). Cf. John Wyclif, De veritate sacrae
scripturae, ed. Rudolf Buddensieg, 3 vols. (London: Wyclif Society, 1905–1907), 1:109 (chap. 6).

57Augustine of Hippo, De trinitate, ed. William J. Mountain, Corpus Christianorum: Series Latina, vol.
50a (Turnhout: Brepols, 1968), 486–489 (15.11.20). See also Andrew Louth, “Augustine on Language,”
Literature and Theology 3 (1989): 151–158.
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constructed under a variety of outward forms so long as they correctly represent the
divinely intended meaning and thus the truth in the world as constructed by God.

VII. Predication and Presence

Tapping into divine meaning, especially in matters of eucharistic conversion, largely
depends upon getting questions of predication right. That Wyclif can call the bread
Christ’s body without the bread undergoing a substantial conversion hinges largely
upon what he refers to as habitudinal, or relational, predication. Unlike formal predi-
cation, whereby the predicate inheres in the subject, habitudinal predication allows
for something to be predicated of a subject without that subject experiencing a change
in itself. That Mary is loved by John expresses a real relation between them without,
however, causing a formal change in Mary.58 Thus, for Wyclif, when the Apostle
Paul identifies Christ with the bread that is broken (1 Corinthians 10:16), he is employ-
ing habitudinal, rather than formal, predication as the bread acquires a new relation to
Christ without itself being substantially changed into Christ. In fact, says Wyclif, if par-
taking of the Lord’s body is understood formally, then the bread is not his body.59

Wyclif then expands this principle to Christ’s own words, which have a uniquely effec-
tive and transformative power that determines the reality they address. If Christ can
change the Baptist into Elijah by conferring upon him a new identity in relation to
the prophet (Matthew 17:11–13), so God working through his priest can consecrate
the host such that, by means of a real relational change, it becomes Christ’s body.60

Wyclif was not content to settle upon some single explanation of eucharistic pres-
ence, therefore, but looked for different ways to express how it was that the bread
could be at once bread and Christ’s body. Basic Christological models offered one
avenue: just as Christ is simultaneously divine and human, so the sacrament can at
once be bread and Christ’s body—the former naturally and the latter sacramentally.61

In this vein, Wyclif drew upon John Damascene’s remark that “just as the burning
coal is not simple wood, but is united to fire, so then the communion bread is not sim-
ple bread, but is united to divinity.”62 This is not a union of two substances, however,
but rather a union of the bread’s natural substance with Christ’s sacramental existence.
Another incarnational analogy would have the bread in the role of the Word, remaining
substantially unchanged even as it assumes unto itself a new reality. These are only anal-
ogies, of course, and thus cannot be pressed too far, but the point is made: the bread
may truly and properly be called the body of Christ by virtue of an underlying sacra-
mental union, rather than a substantial conversion, which nevertheless establishes the
truth of the eucharistic proposition.63

58Wyclif, De universalibus, 34 (chap. 1). See also Alessandro Conti, “Wyclif’s Logic and Metaphysics,”
99–102.

59John Wyclif, De fide catholica, in Opera Minora, ed. Joahnn Loserth (London: Wyclif Society, 1919),
118 (chap. 6).

60Wyclfi, De apostasia, 185 (chap. 14).
61John Wyclif, Sermo 2, in Sermones, ed. Johann Loserth, 4 vols. (London: Wyclif Society, 1887–1890),

4:15.
62Wyclif, De apostasia, 52 (chap. 3). See John Damascene, De fide orthodoxa, in J. P. Migne, Patrologia

cursus completus: Series Graeca, 161 vols. (Paris: Migne, 1857–1866) (hereafter cited as PG), 94:1150
(chap. 4). Martin Luther would use this very sort of imagery to describe the union with distinction of
the bread’s substance and that of Christ’s body in his De captivitate Babylonica ecclesiae, 6:510.

63Wyclif, De apostasia, 106 (chap. 9).
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To say that the bread is the body, which is precisely how Wyclif understands the
proposition “hoc est corpus meum,” is therefore to posit that sacramental union that
necessarily entails Christ’s uniquely salvific presence. As Wyclif attempted to clarify
Christ’s sacramental, or spiritual, presence in the host, he enlisted the assistance of
the adjective/adverb “virtual” or “virtually.” Virtual presence, as the root word virtus
would indicate, denotes the presence of a thing by way of its power.

In as much as every material substance is diffused throughout a place, so it is
impossible for the numerically same body to be extended throughout distant loca-
tions simultaneously. It is possible, however, for it to be spatially extended in one
place while yet possessing a spiritual existence in another, as in a sign or through
its power, just as it is said of a king. And so it is clear with respect to the body of
Christ that it is present dimensionally in heaven while also virtually present in the
host as in a sign.64

Wyclif’s invocation of royal power as a suitable analogy for Christ’s eucharistic presence
might be further clarified by remarks in his De officio regis as he directly addressed the
means by which a king can be said to be present. Here Wyclif observed that a king, not
unlike God himself, enjoys a threefold existence within his kingdom: as an individual
body occupying a defined space; a still further presence extending as far as his appear-
ance is perceived; and finally, the aforementioned virtual presence, which is to say pres-
ence by way of the power that he exercises over his whole kingdom.65 Christ, like an
earthly monarch, can be effectively present to his people by means of signs and instru-
ments specifically designed to manifest his personal power.

That power can be made present by way of symbols is central to Wyclif’s position.
He observes that there are multiple grades of signification, the highest of which being
when the reality that is symbolized is present by way of its power to every point of the
symbol. It is in this manner, according to Wyclif, that the bread consecrated by Christ’s
own words can be called his body; this is a miraculous way of being present proper to
Christ.66 Wyclif concedes that the manner in which the bread now exists as Christ’s
body nevertheless remains largely inexplicable to wayfarers, even if we do manage to
catch an oblique glimpse.67 Through it all, though, Wyclif will insist that to speak of
the Eucharist in terms of signs and figures is by no means to reduce the sacramental
words to a commonplace trope. Nor is what occurs at the altar merely a priestly bene-
diction; the words of consecration are sufficiently efficacious to render Christ’s human
nature really, although sacramentally, present to every point of the consecrated host.68

Perhaps Wyclif’s clearest and most concise presentations of his understanding of real
presence runs as follows:

We believe that the mode of existence of Christ’s body in the consecrated host is
threefold: virtual, spiritual and sacramental. It is virtual as in the mode by which
he [Christ] duly operates through his entire dominion according to the properties

64Wyclif, De eucharistia, 271 (chap. 8).
65John Wyclif, De officio regis, ed. Alfred Pollard and Charles Sayle (London: Wyclif Society, 1887), 92–

93 (chap. 5). Cf. Wyclif, De eucharistia, 306 (chap. 9).
66Wyclif, De apostasia, 115–116 (chap. 9).
67Wyclif, De apostasia, 118 (chap. 9).
68Wyclif, De eucharistia, 123 (chap. 5).
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of his nature or grace. The [second] mode of existence is spiritual, as in the man-
ner by which the body of Christ is present in the Eucharist and his saints through
grace. And the third mode of existence is sacramental; this is the manner by which
the body of Christ is present uniquely in the consecrated host. And just as the sec-
ond mode presupposes the first, so the third mode presupposes the second.69

Wyclif was keen, however, to distinguish these three ways of being present, all of which
are real, from three further levels, which are even more real. “Beyond those three modes
of existence which belong to the body of Christ [in the host] there are three other modes
which are more real and more true possessed by Christ’s body in heaven, namely the
mode of existing substantially, corporeally, and dimensionally.”70 It seems that, for
Wyclif, the three lesser modes of existence enjoyed by Christ’s body in the host actually
serve as signs for the three higher modes that the body possesses in heaven.

If we respect Wyclif’s gradations of presence, or existence, we can see how he
remained confident that the words of institution do effect a genuine transformation
of the elements wrought by the power of the sacramental words (virtute verborum sac-
ramentalium). Following the consecration, says Wyclif, the bread that is demonstrated
by the pronoun hoc becomes Christ’s body in a manner that transcends the ordinary
course of nature (supernaturaliter), even as the substance of the bread remains and nat-
urally supports its own accidents.71 And although Wyclif will not go so far as to say that
the priest celebrating Mass creates the body of Christ, he does concede that the priest
renders the substance that he consecrates Christ’s body and blood in some manner
(quodammodo), an event which occurs miraculously by virtue of the Lord’s own
words.72 While Wyclif’s means of interpreting the eucharistic formula and the remanentist
theology to which it was coupled may not have convinced his English opponents, it proved
to have a significant Nachleben in Bohemia, as the next section of this article explores.

VIII. Remanentism and the Words of Institution in Bohemia

Following the marriage of the English king Richard II to Anne of Bohemia in 1382, there
was an upsurge in cultural exchange between the two nations. Soon thereafter, Wyclif’s
works were being read and copied in Prague.73 Jan Hus and other Bohemian academics
sympathetic to Wyclif were, moreover, actively promoting the popular reception of
Wyclif’s teachings outside of the university.74 In fact, it seems that Wyclif’s doctrines

69John Wyclif, Confessio, in Fasciculi Zizaniorum Magistri Johannis Wyclif cum Tritico, ed. W. W.
Shirley, Rolls Series 5 (London: Longman, Brown, Green, Longmans, Roberts, 1858), 115–116.

70Wyclif, Confessio, 117.
71Wyclif, De apostasia, 196 (chap. 15).
72Wyclif, De apostasia, 184 (chap. 14).
73See Anne Hudson, “Wyclif’s Works and their Dissemination,” in Studies in the Transmission of

Wyclif’s Writings (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008), 1–16; Anne Hudson, “From Oxford to Prague: The
Writings of John Wyclif and his English Followers in Bohemia,” Slavonic and East European Review 75
(1997): 642–657; Zdenek David, “Religious Contacts with England during the Bohemian Reformation,”
Bohemian Reformation and Religious Practice 11 (2018): 157–176; Katherine Walsh, “Wyclif’s Legacy in
Central Europe in the late Fourteenth and Early Fifteenth Centuries,” in From Ockham to Wyclif, ed.
Anne Hudson and Michael Wilks (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1987), 397–417; and František Šmahel,
“‘Doctor evangelicus super omnes evangelistas’: Wyclif’s Fortune in Hussite Bohemia,” Bulletin of the
Institute of Historical Research 43 (1970): 11–34.

74Michael Van Dussen, From England to Bohemia: Heresy and Communication in the Later Middle Ages
(Cammbridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 63–85.
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may have been known in Bohemia during his own lifetime, perhaps as early as 1380/1381.
For by this date the Dominican Mikulas Biceps, in his Sentences commentary, had spe-
cifically cited Wyclif’s doctrine of remanence as heretical.75 What is certain is that
Wyclif’s eucharistic theology was generating a substantial amount of debate throughout
Bohemia at the turn of the fifteenth century.76

The attention that Wyclif received from theologians and ecclesiastical authorities
should not obscure the variety of positions on the Eucharist that were circulating in
Bohemia. Thus, even as the question of remanentism was central to many debates, it
found its place within a complex and evolving sacramental arena. The Utraquists in
Prague for the most part maintained a traditional position on Christ’s real presence
even while insisting that the laity also receive the chalice, whereas Taborites endorsed
a less rigorous doctrine of presence, and the more radical Pikarts opted for a spare sym-
bolism. Here, though, Marcela Perett has made the important point that even as the
Utraquists remained in many respects quite conservative, to the point of participating
in Corpus Christi processions, this does not mean that they all agreed upon how
Christ’s “real presence” should be explained. Recent studies have revealed a range
and depth of thought among the Bohemian theologians, some of which was indebted
to Wyclif while nevertheless addressing a different religious landscape than Wyclif
had known just a few decades earlier in England.77 It is not my purpose to retrace
the steps of scholars such as Perett, Graham, Kolár, and Holeton. In this section of
the article I confine myself to addressing debates over the words of institution in
Bohemia, how they came to bear upon the question of remanentism, and the further
development of Wyclif’s primary themes.

A good to place to begin is with an opponent of Wycliffism, Andrew of Brod, who,
writing in his capacity as a formed bachelor of sacred theology, complained of a pesti-
lence that has been unleashed by the “Englishman Wyclif” now spreading throughout
the archdiocese of Prague. And it was remanentism that Andrew singled out as Wyclif’s
principal error.78 In the course of his discussion of the words of institution, Andrew laid
out his case for the impossibility of remanentism based upon the requirements of the
eucharistic proposition itself. Here Andrew concluded that if the bread really did
remain, then that same bread would therefore have to be, or not be, Christ’s body. If
the bread remains and is not Christ’s body, then Christ the Truth spoke falsely when

75Ota Pavlícek, “Wyclif’s Early Reception in Bohemia and His Influence on the Thought of Jerome of
Prague,” in Europe after Wyclif, ed. J. Patrick Hornbeck II and Michael van Dussen (New York:
Fordham University Press, 2017), 89–114.

76Marcela Perett, “A Neglected Eucharistic Controversy: The Afterlife of John Wyclif’s Eucharistic
Thought in Bohemia in the Early Fifteenth Century,” Church History 84 (2015): 64–89, esp. 68–72.

77Perett, “A Neglected Eucharistic Controversy,” 80–84. See also these recent studies: Barry Graham,
“The Evolution of the Utraquist Mass, 1420–1620,” Catholic Historical Review 92 (2006): 553–573; Pavel
Kolár, “The Feast of Corpus Christi and Its Changes in Late Utraquism,” Bohemian Reformation and
Religious Practice 11 (2018): 111–128; Pavel Kolár, “Petr Chelcicky’s Defense of Sacramental
Communion: Response to Mikulas Biskupec of Tabor,” Bohemian Reformation and Religious Practice 6
(2007): 133–142; David Holeton, “The Evolution of a Utraquist Eucharistic Liturgy: A Textual Study,”
Bohemian Reformation and Religious Practice 2 (1998): 97–126; and David Holeton, “The Bohemian
Eucharistic Movement in its European Context,” Bohemian Reformation and Religious Practice 1 (1996):
23–47.

78Andrew of Brod, Epistula ad Zbynkonem, Archepiscopum Pragensem, cum Tractatu contra Errorem
Remanentiae, in Studien und Texte zum Leben und Wirken des Prager Magisters Andreas von Brod, ed.
Jaroslav Kadlec (Münster: Aschendorff, 1982), 126–128.
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he said, “Hoc est corpus meum”—a possibility that pious ears cannot allow. Maybe,
Andrew opines, it would have been better if Christ had said, “Hic [panis] est corpus
meum”—but who would dare to correct the Supreme Truth? As it is, though, were mate-
rial bread to remain after the consecration, there is really no way that it could be Christ’s
body, according to Andrew, precisely because no inanimate object can be identified with
the body of Christ. For Andrew, therefore, the doctrine of remanentism perforce renders
the words of institution unintelligible as they stand. It should be noted, however, that
Andrew made no concession to habitudinal predication, as he pointedly chose to test
a remanentist reading by the rules of identical predication. In the end, therefore, he
was left simply to affirm that Christ’s words spoken by the priest with proper intention
will effect the conversion of the bread into the true substance of Christ’s body.79

Andrew was nevertheless on to something when he located the crux of the rema-
nentism debate in the realm of syntax. The Utraquist theologian Jan Příbram had
also appealed to Christ as the infallible Truth who would never deceive his church as
he defended the doctrine of transubstantiation. For Jan, the key to understanding the
words “this is my body” rests in the following phrase “which (quod) is handed over
for you,” by which Christ clearly denotes his body, the true substance of which was
handed over to the cross. The relative pronoun quod thereby refers to the same sub-
stance as the antecedent corpus. The faithful place more trust in the words of Christ,
says Jan, than in distorting glosses that reduce the sacrament to a figure rather than
the truth of Christ’s flesh. What is received under the sacrament, although invisible
to human eyes, is substantially the same body that would then be crucified.80

This line of reasoning did not sway the English Wycliffite Peter Payne, now
decamped to Bohemia, who found that Christ could still have employed the pronoun
hoc to signify the bread that in turn demonstrates his body. As Peter reads it, there
is no real difference between saying, “This is my body which is handed over for
you,” and “This [bread] efficaciously and sacramentally symbolizes my body which is
handed over for you.” Since in either case it is understood that Christ’s true body is
indeed being sacrificed for the salvation of the world, the fact that the bread symbolizes
that body does not alter the reality of the sacrifice.81 Peter’s concise rejoinder points up
a central impasse in these debates—namely, the willingness, or lack thereof, to set aside
identical predication for the purposes of establishing a relationship between the bread
and the body that obviates the need to substantially transform the former into the latter.
To make what might be an obvious point: if one will permit the bread to function as a
symbol of the very body that will be handed over and crucified, the sentence can pro-
ceed without further adjustment.

Among the Bohemian Utraquists, there was no more ardent and articulate exponent
of remanentism than Jan Hus’s junior colleague,82 Jakoubek of Stříbro. Jakoubek could

79Andrew of Brod, Epistula ad Zbynkonem, 136–137.
80Jan Příbram, Tractatus de venerabili eukaristia contra Nicolaum falsum episcopum Taboritatum, in

Táborské Traktáty Eucharistické, ed. Jan Sedlák (Brno: Otisk z Hlídky, 1918), 63 (chap. 3).
81Peter Payne, Petri Payne Anglici Tractatus II: De corpore Christi, in Táborské Traktáty Eucharistické, ed.

Jan Sedlák (Brno: Otisk z Hlídky, 1918), 34. Cf. Wyclif, De eucharistia, 116 (chap. 5). Payne had debated
Jan Příbram at Prague in 1429 before a panel of eight thelogians, six of whom voted in support of Jan
against Payne’s eucharistic definitions. See Thomas Fudge, “Václav the Anonymous and Jan Příbram:
Textual Laments on the Fate of Religion in Bohemia (1424–1429),” Filosofický Časopis, supplementum 3
(2011): 115–132, at 118.

82Note that Jan Hus’s treatment of the Eucharist in his Sentences commentary is entirely traditional.
There he readily employed the term “transubstantiation” and affirmed in a separate eucharistic treatise
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sound much like Wyclif in places, as when he determined that following the utterance
of the sacramental words, and so through divine power, the bread that remains upon
the altar is now really Christ’s body—albeit by way of figurative, rather than identical,
predication. Appealing to the seemingly commonsense mechanics of the Last Supper,
Jakoubek observed that if the material bread did not remain, then Christ could not
have broken it, since he did not have it; and not having it, he could not have given it
to his disciples.83

The bread that is broken is very much real bread, not a set of subjectless accidents as
the transubstantiationists would have it; the bread’s substance therefore remains. Like
Wyclif in his opposition to annihilationism, Jakoubek argued that, rather than being
reduced to nothing in its substantial being following the divine blessing, as the “mod-
erns” claim, the bread has actually acquired some new manner of existence (esse novum)
within the body of Christ. The bread does not cease to exist unqualifiedly (simpliciter et
absolute), therefore, but only relatively speaking (in respectu et secundum quid).84 What
Jakoubek means by this “new manner of existence” should become clearer in his discus-
sions of the eucharistic formula and what sort of conversion it entails. This much is
clear: Jakoubek believed that a significant conversion does take place. Even as the
bread substantially remains, it is not the bread as we had known it prior to its
consecration.

Jakoubek was still left to face the grammatical refutations of remanentism, here
recounting an argument similar to what we saw from Jan Příbram, whereby the relative
pronoun in a sentence refers not only to the subject, nor only to the predicate, but to the
composition of subject and predicate taken together. Hence, when Christ said, “This
(hoc) is my body, which (quod) is handed over for you,” he meant, “This is my body
which—this body of mine (hoc corpus meum)—is handed over for you.” The relative
pronoun quod in the second clause refers to the composite formed by the subject
hoc and its predicate corpus meum. This means in turn that the demonstrative pronoun
hoc must be demonstrating the proper substance of Christ’s body, that very body which
(quod) will be handed over and crucified. One may not split “this is my body” from
“[the body] which is handed over for you,” as if the “this” (hoc) in the first clause is
referring to something other than what the relative pronoun “which” (quod) refers to
in the second clause. The remanentist position would appear to be defeated, therefore,
since the hoc cannot be demonstrating the visible, material bread; instead, it demon-
strates the substance of Christ’s crucified body from start to finish.85

Jakoubek, for his part, simply rejects the premise that the relative pronoun must
always reference the composition of subject and predicate in precisely this way. It is
enough, he says, that this sacrament of bread is truly the body of Christ sacramen-
tally—namely, the very body of Christ that is handed over. The bread that Christ the
high priest began by consecrating in his hands is the Savior’s body. Christ could not

that the true body and blood are consumed under alien species. Nor did Hus make the case for lay recep-
tion under both kinds, noting that the laity do receive both the body and blood under the bread alone in
keeping with the doctrine of concomitance. See Jan Hus, Magister Johannis Hus Super IV. Sententiarum, in
Opera Omnia, ed. W. Flašhans and M. Komínková, 3 vols. (Prague: 1905; repr., Osnabrück: 1966), 2:553–
588 (4.8–13); and Jan Hus, De corpore Christi, in Opera Omnia, ed. W. Flašhans and M. Komínková, 3 vols.
(Prague: 1905; repr., Osnabrück: 1966), 1:23–27.

83Jakoubek of Stříbro, Tractatus de remanencia, in Jacobelus de Stříbro: Premier Théologien de Hussitime,
ed. Paul de Vooght (Louvain: Publications Universitaires de Louvain, 1972), 320 (chap. 1).

84Jakoubek, Tractatus de remanencia, 339–340 (chap. 2).
85Jakoubek, Tractatus de remanencia, 344 (chap. 3).
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have lied when he said, “This is my body,” the proof of which would not be effective
unless Christ were demonstrating the visible bread that he was holding at the time.
Salvaging the veracity of the bread’s substantial existence need not, however, come at
the expense of Christ’s presence in the host, for Jakoubek went on to affirm that the
invisible and immortal body of Christ may indeed exist beneath the appearance of vis-
ible bread, even as the bread’s substance remains following consecration—none of
which detracts from Christ’s presence.86

Again like Wyclif, Jakoubek had ruled out the possibility that the hoc might alter its
signification as the proposition progresses and so insists that even after the hoc was spo-
ken it continued to demonstrate the bread. Only if Christ had been demonstrating vis-
ible bread, held in his hands, could his words be true. Hence, when Christ uttered the
sacramental proposition “hoc est corpus meum,” he intended that it be taken as an
instance of figurative locution rather than identical predication. Christ demonstrated
visible things in the sight of his disciples that were distinct from his body and blood
—namely, the bread and chalice that he held in his hands and blessed. What Christ
demonstrated to their senses, the disciples firmly believed to be restricted to those vis-
ible objects that he held in his hands.87 No less than Wyclif, Jakoubek was anxious to
protect the fundamental veracity of Christ’s interaction with his disciples; the Lord’s
words and gestures must be readily comprehensible and free from any taint of
deception.

Jakoubek was still left to tackle a question that Wyclif never sufficiently addressed:
why was it that Christ employed a demonstrative pronoun that does not align with
the gender of the noun it is meant to indicate? On the face of it, the neuter hoc and
the masculine panis do not seem to fit together. Jakoubek’s response is ingenious, per-
haps unique, and gets us closer to his conception of eucharistic presence. When Christ
spoke the words, “Hoc est corpus meum,” he opted for the neuter hoc to demonstrate
the bread (panis) that he held in his hands rather than the masculine hic because this is
an instance of figurative, rather than identical, predication.88 This means that the pro-
noun is intended to conform to the gender of the sacramental reality that is signified
rather than the subject of the material sacramental sign. The hoc is therefore aligned
with the gender of corpus rather than panis, since it is the body that is the ultimate sig-
nificate. This is the case, says Jakoubek, in order that faithful communicants who hear
Christ say, “Hoc est corpus meum,” will find their minds devoutly lifted up into Christ
rather than training their thoughts upon the substance of sensible bread. By using the
neuter hoc to demonstrate the sensible bread, Christ the Eternal Word subtly intimates
to the believer’s intellect that this bread really is his body, albeit without deceiving one’s
senses in the process. These are just some of the reasons why Christ employed the gen-
dered demonstrative pronouns in this way, says Jakoubek, even as he admits that other
reasons still remain hidden to him.89

86Jakoubek, Tractatus de remanencia, 344–345 (chap. 3). Jakoubek’s argument runs close to Wyclif,
Sermo 34, 3:278; including a reference to Jerome’s Ad Hedibiam, in PL 22:986 (chap. 2).

87Jakoubek, Tractatus de remanencia, 344–345 (chap. 3).
88Jakoubek, Tractatus de remanencia, 345–346 (chap. 3).
89Jakoubek, Tractatus de remanencia, 346 (chap. 3). The Taborite priest Jan Nemec of Zatec had simi-

larly argued that Christ’s use of the pronoun hoc rather than hic, as one would expect to modify panis, is
evidence that he had been speaking figuratively. See Jan Nemec of Zatec, Tractatulus de eucharistia, in
Táborské Traktáty Eucharistické, ed. Jan Sedlák (Brno: Otisk z Hlídky, 1918), 6.
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Nothing in the preceding discussion should lead us to discount Jakoubek’s adamant
commitment to the real presence of Christ’s body in the Eucharist. Once more like
Wyclif, Jakoubek drew upon the writings of John Damascene, employing the
Christological analogy of the burning coal to the effect that, following consecration, the
bread—while remaining true bread—is inseparably united with the Divine Person. The
bread undergoes a mystical transformation such that it is now principally identified
with Christ’s body. The result is that the surpassing excellence of Christ’s presence
leads the believer to lose sight of the material bread.90 This is what Jakoubek seems to
mean when he speaks of the bread acquiring a “new way of being” in Christ. For although
the bread remains naturally what it was prior to consecration, it is nothing now in com-
parison to the “ineffable presence” of Christ’s body.91 The divine power at work in
Christ’s words has realigned the bread’s sacramental identity, even if not its metaphysical
constitution, such that it becomes Christ’s salvific body for the communicant.

So far, we have seen Jakoubek employing arguments that tack fairly close to Wyclif,
while other arguments expand the range of remanentist theology along lines Wyclif
would likely approve. There is, however, another dimension to Jakoubek’s remanentism
that is not to be found in Wyclif to any appreciable degree and is pertinent specifically
to the Bohemian situation. Unlike Wyclif, who was fighting a one-front war against an
established ecclesiastical order that encouraged various devotional practices undergirded
by complex scholastic arguments, Jakoubek was fighting simultaneously on two fronts.
On the first, like Wyclif before him, he defended remanence against the transubstantia-
tion traditionalists, while on the second, he defended Christ’s real presence against more
radical elements from among the Taborites and Pikarts. And it is in this second fight that
Jakoubek exhibits a remanentist theology that runs deeper than Wyclif’s own. In fact,
Jakoubek’s remanentism would ultimately be placed in the service of the very sort of cultic
practices that had made Wyclif so uneasy about transubstantiation.

An anonymous Bohemian tract opposing the adoration of the host directed its fire
precisely at remanentists such as Jakoubek, rather than transubstantiationists, when it
derided the claims of so-called “moderns” who were asserting that, although the con-
secrated host is not identically Christ’s body, Christ nevertheless remains substantially
whole and hidden within that bread, such that he may be adored at the altar as in
heaven. Sounding not unlike Wyclif himself, the anonymous author could only lament
that the laity now adore the bread as though it were identical to Christ himself.92 In

90Jakoubek, Tractatus de remanencia, 323–324 (chap. 1). See again John Damascene, De fide orthodoxa,
in PG 94:1150–1151.

91Jakoubek, Tractatus de remanencia, 330 (chap. 2). One finds a similar presentation of remanentist the-
ology with the Prague theologian Stanislaus of Znojmo, who reinterpreted traditional categories and termi-
nology in an effort to construct a new way of speaking of Christ’s eucharistic presence—one that could
accommodate the bread’s transformation into something it had not been before without, however, sacrific-
ing its essential nature in the process. To that end, Stanislaus was willing to employ the term “transubstan-
tiation” in such a way as to allow for the bread’s substantial remanence. This enabled him to assert that, by
the power of God’s almighty word, the bread may remain in its own proper nature even as it is infinitely
and efficaciously transubstantiated into the body of Christ. The bread is thereby sanctified such that it may
be said to become Christ’s body even as it remains bread through its own nature. Stanislaus likewise pur-
sued an Incarnational model as a means to explain the bread’s new and dynamic relationship to Christ the
Word. See Stanislaus of Znojmo, Tractatus Primus de Eucharistia, in Miscellanea hustica Iohannis Sedlák
(Prague: Univerzita Karlova Press, 1996), 289–297.

92De adorare et colere, in Táborské Traktáty Eucharistické, ed. Jan Sedlák (Brno: Otisk z Hlídky, 1918),
53–54.
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response to such criticism, Jakoubek continued to affirm that Christ is contained under
the sensible species “really and truly, and not merely by way of signification, as some
would have it,” and so insisted upon restoring full reverence due to the consecrated
host.93 Christians with a true and living faith must not be hesitant in bestowing
upon the consecrated host genuine adoration (cultu latrie adorari), since it is Christ
himself who is present in that very host. “For if faith were authentic among
Christians, and alive, it would compel them to adore the Lord Jesus in the sacrament,
which would be displayed in such outward signs as genuflection [before the consecrated
host].”94 Thus, when it came to preserving late medieval practices of eucharistic vener-
ation, Jakoubek’s remanentism exhibited as robust a doctrine of real presence as tran-
substantiation was able to provide. There was nothing about Utraquism in itself that
should preclude such devotion to the sacrament. In fact, at the 1441 Kutná Hora
Synod, which presented the Utraquist position, it was declared that the whole Christ
in his proper nature and substance that he assumed from the Virgin Mary is present
in the Eucharist, which is therefore worthy of genuflection, adoration, and exhibition.95

IX. Conclusion

John Wyclif and Jakoubek of Stříbro were not merely dissenters from the prevailing
eucharistic orthodoxy but learned and creative schoolmen, subtle thinkers who searched
for ways in which the theology of the Eucharist might be reimagined apart from tran-
substantiation without sacrificing Christ’s salvific presence in the consecrated host. We
have seen both men attempt to read the words of institution in a manner that preserved
the bread in its substance while at the same time positing its spiritual, sacramental con-
version into Christ’s true body. Their efforts required that they wade into a sea of medi-
eval scholastic commentary on the eucharistic proposition and the mechanics of
propositions generally. This was especially true of Wyclif, for whom the dominant read-
ings of the eucharistic formula could not be reconciled with his larger vision of lan-
guage’s isomorphic relationship to the real world. Jakoubek, for his part, tackled the
construction of the eucharistic proposition under more precise grammatical consider-
ations. In fact, the careful attention that Jakoubek paid to the use of demonstrative
and relative pronouns yielded an expression of mystical union between communicant
and Savior perhaps more profound than one finds with Wyclif. Certainly, the host ado-
ration that Jakoubek so insistently defended did set him apart from Wyclif. Finally,
though, it was the habitudinal predication pioneered by Wyclif, and subsequently
adopted by Jakoubek, that resulted in the determination that when Christ called the
bread his body, he had reconstituted the bread’s principal meaning in the world. No
longer “mere” bread, it acquires a real relation to Christ that it did not possess prior
to its consecration. Even if the bread’s basic metaphysical structure has not been altered,
it does exist as a new thing insofar as it functions in an entirely new way within the
liturgical context of the Mass. Thus, for Wyclif and Jakoubek, if the celebration of
the Eucharist could not be a cause for substantial transformation, the divine prayer

93Jakoubek of Stříbro, Tractatus Ihesus Christus Dominus et Salvator, in Jacobelus de Stříbro: Premier
Théologien de Hussitime, ed. Paul de Vooght (Louvain: Publications Universitaires de Louvain, 1972),
400–401 (chap. 12).

94Jakoubek, Tractatus Ihesus Christus Dominus et Salvator, 401–402 (chap. 13).
95Holeton, “The Bohemian Eucharistic Movement in its European Context,” 42.

Church History 43

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0009640721000731 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0009640721000731


nevertheless enables the bread to point beyond itself to something greater, to uniquely
signify—and in that way become—the new reality of Christ present upon the altar.
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