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The concept of the forerunner has always held a peculiar place of prominence and controversy in the study of Reformation history. The theme was common among the Reformers and their contemporaries, who used it chiefly as a polemic device. Since then, the idea has fallen out of favour with historians for various reasons. In recent years, some Reformation scholars have examined the problems associated with abandoning the idea, and have sought to modify and reintroduce the concept. In the first part of this paper, I will examine the use of the forerunner concept in the 16th century. The Catholic Church’s charge that the Protestant movement was heretical consisted essentially in two parts. The first was primarily concerned with the nature and delimitation of orthodoxy, and the second was essentially a historical application of the first; each of these may be formulated in terms of the forerunner concept. In their reply to the first, Protestant polemicists employed the sola scriptura principle. To the second, they employed variations of the forerunner theme. Their use of the forerunner theme, which took two forms, bore a striking resemblance to that of the Catholic Church. Thus there developed a curious case of polemic parallelism, in which Protestants and Catholics employed basically the same arguments against each other. Sola scriptura stands out from this unexpected uniformity as the chief differentiating principle between the Protestants and the Catholic Church.
Having thus surveyed the use of the forerunner theme at the time of the Reformation, the second part of the paper will consider the concept in relation to modern scholarship. Karl Ullmannn’s work Reformers Before the Reformation will serve as a touchstone for our discussion. I will review three key objections to the use of the forerunner in historical research, each of which can be illustrated in Ullmann’s work: (1) that the concept is anachronistic, in that it imposes an alien schema upon the medieval period; (2) that it is essentially polemical, and serves no purpose in objective historical scholarship; and (3) that it is only illusory, because it fails to appreciate the uniqueness of Luther’s theology. Historians have responded to these objections in their recent treatments of the subject of the forerunner by moving their discussion away from identifying individual forerunners, focusing instead on general trends and movements that led up to the Reformation.  By this survey of scholarship in the 16th century and in recent decades, I intend to demonstrate that the forerunner theme is a valuable aid to our understanding of the Reformers and their contemporaries, and of the Reformation’s overall character and significance.
The Catholic Church used the forerunner concept as a polemical device to level two charges against the Protestant movement. First, Catholic apologists accused Protestants of theological and ecclesiastical innovation; that is, they denied that Protestantism could legitimately claim any historical precedent for its theological distinctives. Implicit in this charge was an accusation of heresy, as may be discerned from the following statement by Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet:
“The Church’s doctrine is always the same…. The Gospel is never different from what it was before. Hence, if at any time someone says that the faith includes something which yesterday was not said to be of the faith, it is always heterodoxy…. There is no difficulty about recognizing false doctrine. There is no argument about it: it is recognized at once, whenever it appears, merely because it is new.”

Bossuet’s argument, in its application to the Catholic-Protestant controversy, may be summarized in a simple syllogism:
1) Major Premise: Any doctrine is heretical if it represents a deviation from doctrine that was previously accepted as orthodox.

2) Minor Premise: The distinctive doctrines of the Reformation represent a deviation from previously accepted orthodoxy.

3) Conclusion: Therefore, the Reformation is a heretical movement.
For the purposes of this paper, I will restate the syllogism in terms of the forerunner concept:

1) Major Premise: Any doctrine is heretical if it can claim no orthodox forerunner, or if it can be shown to have heretical forerunners.
2) Minor Premise: The distinctive doctrines of the Reformation can legitimately claim no orthodox forerunner, and it can be shown to have heretical forerunners.
3) Conclusion: Therefore, the Protestant Reformation is heretical.
As with any syllogism, the conclusion rests on the acceptance of both the major and minor premises. The Reformers needed only to undermine one or the other to evade the charge of heresy.


The sola scriptura principle was of vital importance in refuting the first premise of the foregoing syllogism. The principle exalted the testimony of Scripture above the interpretations of the fathers, canon law, Church councils, and Papal writings. Luther eloquently summarized and defended this principle in his statement before the Diet of Worms:
“I cannot submit my faith either to the pope or to the council, because it is as clear as noonday that they have fallen into error and even into glaring inconsistency with themselves. If, then, I am not convinced by proof from Holy Scripture, or by cogent reasons, if I am not satisfied by the very text I have cited, and if my judgment is not in this way brought into subjection to God’s word, I neither can nor will retract anything; for it cannot be right for a Christian to speak against his conscience.”

Luther’s regard for Scripture as the rule of his conscience, over and above the authority of the Church or its tradition is representative of the whole Protestant movement. John Calvin reiterated this principle in The Institutes of the Christian Religion, the work which more than any other embodied and systematized the principles of the Reformation. The Scriptures, he wrote, are necessary for any man to attain true knowledge of God; they constitute the authority of the Church (not the other way around); and, together with the witness of the Holy Spirit, they are binding on the consciences of every individual believer.
 Therefore, in Reformed theology, the Scriptures are the sole arbiter of orthodoxy. This principle, which undergirded the bulk of the Reformers’ program, rendered the Protestant movement largely impervious to accusations of heresy on the ground of deviation with tradition.

One of the early attacks on the Reform movement was a document produced by the theological faculty at the University of Paris called the Determinatio. Philip Melanchthon’s reply to the Parisian document, which he wrote on Luther’s behalf, demonstrates the utility of sola scriptura in this polemical forum.
 The primary concern of the Determinatio’s authors related to the second premise of our syllogism (that the Reformers had deviated from previously accepted orthodoxy). Because the bulk of Melanchthon’s Defense was spent refuting the Parisans’ specific assertions, issues concerning the nature and delimitation of orthodoxy (related to the first premise of our syllogism) were decidedly secondary in his treatment. Thus, Melanchthon’s use of sola scriptura occurs only in passing. Before dealing with the authors’ primary charge, he took care to establish Scripture as the sole source of revelation. Oberman summarized his argument thus: “The accusation against Luther is not that he deviates from Scripture but that he deviates from the universities, the Fathers, and the councils. But these cannot establish articles of faith; it is possible that universities err – yes, even the Fathers and councils can err.”
 From this doctrinal position, historical or ecclesiastical arguments could only be of limited effect, for the Reformers had bound their consciences to their personal understanding of Scripture, even if historical arguments could demonstrate that they were innovations.

The Reformers were not insensitive, though, to charges of doctrinal aberration (related to the second premise of our syllogism). Their reply to the charge took various forms, of which at least two depended on the idea of the forerunner. The first of these asserted that Protestant doctrines, even as they deviated from the orthodoxy of the medieval era, represented a return to true Catholic teaching.
 To put this in terms of the forerunner concept, the medieval Church could not legitimately claim to be the doctrinal descendants of Augustine, Chrysostom or the other early Church Fathers. Instead, their forerunners were Pelagius, Origen and others who had warped the doctrine of justification.
 The Reformers, on the other hand, averred that they could legitimately claim the early Church fathers as their own forebears. This method of argument is evident in Melanchthon’s polemical writings. He said that Luther (who, of all the Reformers, was in fact the most similar to Augustine in his understanding of justification
) and Augustine were interchangeable in their theology. He even spoke of an “Augustinian Reformation,” which purged the church of Pelagius’ and Origen’s perversions, of which the 16th century Reformation was essentially a repeat.
 In his Defense, Melanchthon wrote that Luther was not opposed to the Fathers or Church Councils, though he regarded Scripture as the ultimate authority in all theological matters. In fact, many of the differences between Luther and the Fathers were only apparent; they consisted not in theological disagreement, but in Luther’s responses to problems and questions that had arisen in the intervening years. Thus Luther and his Reform movement claimed the Early Church Fathers, whose doctrine was uncorrupted by scholasticism, as their forerunners.


The Protestants’ second reply to the charge of doctrinal aberration posited two distinct continuities. The true “Church from Abel” consisted of Abel and an unbroken line of his successors who remained faithful to the testes veritatis, the authentic Christian tradition. Conversely, the heretical “Church from Cain” consisted of Cain and an unbroken succession of heretics and infidels. In two significant works, Flacius Illyricus expounded the Reformation’s roots in the tradition of truth. His first book, the Catalogus testium veritatis, dealt primarily with historical figures that had opposed the pope, or had suffered at Rome’s hand.
 His second book, the Magdeburg Centuries, adopted a more sophisticated approach: rather than merely identifying those who had opposed or suffered under Rome’s authority for whatever reason, the Centuries sought to demonstrate the positive theological continuity that the Reformers shared with their forerunners.
 In this context, John Wyclif and Jan Hus were appropriated as forerunners of Reformed teachings.


This second method of reply played into the hands of Catholic apologists. If Wyclif and Hus were indeed forerunners of the Protestant Reform, they said, then the movement was not simply a deviation from orthodoxy: it was a revival and extension of previous heresies. This assertion was part of a standard method of doctrinal investigation, reductio ad haeresim, which characterized every heresy as a revival, modification, or combination of previous heresies. Leo X’s bull Exsurge Domine is perhaps the first instance of reductio ad haeresim being applied to the Protestant movement.
 The encyclical stated that “[s]ome of [Luther’s errors] have been expressly condemned by councils and the constitutions of our predecessors, and expressly contain even the heresy of the Greeks and Bohemians.”
 The Parisian Determinatio further developed this type of argumentation.
 The document speaks of a “family of vipers,” which includes notorious heretics from Mani and Arius to Wyclif and Hus. Martin Luther, naturally, was mentioned as a recent addition to this catalogue of knavery. The Parisian theologians concluded, to borrow McGrath’s phrase, that “Luther was a Hussite in his theology of contrition, a Wycliffite in his doctrine of confession and a Manichean in his theology of grace and free will.”


The Protestants responded in kind to the Catholic Church’s efforts to apply reductio ad haeresim to Luther. They employed the idea – basically parallel to reductio – of the “Church from Cain” in their reply. Melanchthon’s Defense is again illustrative. The Parisians accused Luther of reviving the heresies of Montanus, Ebion, and Mani; Melanchthon turned these accusations back at his opponents. Montanus, who rejected the authority of the Scripture in favor of his own private inspiration, was not a forerunner of Luther, but of medieval Catholicism, which also rejected Scripture’s authority. Ebion, who insisted on external ceremonies and laws, foreshadowed the medieval Catholic Church’s undue emphasis on liturgy and the sacraments. The Pelagians had once leveled accusations of Manichaeism against Augustine, just as the Parisians were accusing Luther of the same.
 He went on to identify in the Councils of Vienne and Constance the makings of a heretical succession of popes and corrupt ecclesiastical hierarchies.

In their use of the forerunner as a polemical instrument, Catholics and Protestants developed were surprisingly similar. The Protestants countered the Catholics’ initial charge of heresy by claiming continuity with the Early Church Fathers, whom the Catholic Church regarded as their own forebears. Protestant polemicists went on to cast themselves as the “Church from Abel,” the last in an unbroken succession of witnesses to the truth of the Gospel. The forerunners which the Reformers claimed in this effort – among them Wyclif and Hus – were considered heretics by the Catholic Church. This gave them opportunity to brand the Protestant movement as a heretical “Church from Cain,” the successor of ancient and more recent heretics. The Reformers responded in kind, linking the Catholic Church to each of the heretics they had named as forerunners of Protestantism, thereby characterizing it as the “Church from Cain.” One distinguishing principle emerges from this unexpected homogeneity: the sole authority of Scripture. Were it not for sola scriptura, the debate between Rome and her wayward children might have descended into interminable ambiguity, each perpetually employing the other’s arguments against themselves. The issue of Scripture’s primacy clearly and irrevocably separated the two churches.

We turn now to the second part of our study, concerning the role of the forerunner concept in historical research since the 19th century. As a starting point, we will briefly consider Karl Ullmann’s well-known work, Reformers before the Reformation. Oberman refers to this work as “the last monumental effort to present the Forerunners of the Reformation as a valid category of interpretation in the history of Christian thought.”
 In the book, Ullmann identifies three proto-reformers: John Pupper of Goch, John of Wesel and Wessel Gansfort. These forerunners of the 16th century Reformation understood and fought for the Pauline doctrine of free grace, in opposition to the Pelagian legalism and ritualistic externalism of medieval Catholicism. They rejected scholasticism’s perverse abstraction of Christianity, which reduced it to artificial philosophical quibbles and irrelevant sophistry.
 These proto-reformers understood the distinction between Christianity as law and Christianity as grace in the same terms as Luther and the other Reformers.
 Ullmann’s work was influential enough to be considered a typical treatment of the forerunner theme.
 This brief overview of his thesis will serve as a basis for considering the objections raised against the use of the forerunner theme in historical scholarship.


Historians in the early 20th century raised three key objections to the use of the forerunner in the study of the Reformation. The first and most obvious of these is that the concept is so thoroughly polemical in nature that it has no place in objective historical research.
 The argument is certainly substantiated, as we have seen in the first part of this paper, by the use of the concept in the 16th century. It is further substantiated by Ullmann’s book. His polemical interest in supporting the Reformation is evident. He wrote:  “[I]f we look to the root of the matter, [the Reformers] had umistakably upon their side the right of a more earnest, strict, and pure Christian spirit, of a more complete truth, morality, and freedom.”
 Secondly, some have objected that it is a thoroughly unhistorical idea because it imposes an alien schema upon the medieval period.
 Oberman directed this criticism toward Ullmann’s book: 

“The Forerunner idea is, in his [Ullmannn’s] work, so closely connected with a view of medieval theology colored by the Lutheran antithesis between Gospel and Law and by Luther’s own two-front battle against Roman Catholicism and the Left-wing Reformers that no justice can be done to the teaching of the leading scholastic doctors, nor to the manifold and complex aspects of the thought of the ‘Reformers before the Reformation’ themselves.”

The third key objection that historians have raised against the use of the forerunner theme is that it fails to recognize the uniqueness of Protestant theology. This was Albrecht Ritschl’s charge. He maintained that the so-called proto-reformers’ doctrines of justification differed in degree but not in their essential character from those of the medieval Church’s realistic theologians.
 According to McGrath, Luther’s concept of iustitia Christi aliena, the alien righteousness of Christ, was without precedent. Augustine and Luther agreed that the source of justifying righteousness was located in Christ, but they disagreed over the believer’s relationship to that righteousness. For Augustine, justifying righteousness is created by God in man; therefore it is iustitia inhaerens, a righteousness inherent in the believer himself. Luther, on the other hand, maintained that justifying righteousness is always – even after conversion – located extra nobis, apart from us. Calvin’s position aligned with that of Luther; he insisted that the believer’s righteousness is non in nobis sed in Christo, not in us but in Christ.
 This highly forensic conception of justification is without direct precedent in the patristic or medieval eras, and it therefore constituted a genuine theological novum.

Since the second half of the 20th century, historians have responded to these objections by modifying the use of the forerunner idea. First, they have been careful to employ the forerunner contextually, rather than causatively.
 This adaptation answers the first objection by effectively robbing the concept of any polemical value. The Catholic Church would never have used reductio ad haeresim unless they understood the link between Luther and Mani, Pelagius, and the others in a causative sense. The same is true of the Protestants’ use of the “Church from Cain” and the “Church from Abel.” A contextual use of the forerunner also accommodates for the uniqueness of Protestant doctrines of justification; a forerunner need not prefigure Luther’s iustitia Christi aliena, for if that were the case, there would be no forerunners. Rather, the forerunners, in their agreement and disagreement with the Reformers, provide valuable context in which the various characteristics of the Reformers and their movement are more fully and easily discernible.
Second, historians have broadened the idea from a focus on specific individuals and specific doctrines to a discussion of trends and tendencies. Oberman spoke of the Forerunners of the Reformation as “participants in an ongoing dialogue”
 which prefigured that of the sixteenth century. He posited that the Reformation and Counter Reformation have a common root in this late medieval dialogue, and that the discussion of the forerunner concept must include not only the usual proto-reformers, but also their opponents.
 
The discussion has been broadened not only in terms of the number and function of the forerunners, but also in the doctrines and elements of the Reformation involved in the discussion. The forerunner theme has typically centered on Protestant doctrines of justification, and particularly on Luther’s treatment of the subject. According to McGrath, this is untenable for a number of reasons: (1) Luther’s personal theological emphasis is not necessarily equivalent with that of the whole Reformation; (2) the Lutheran and the Reformed Church are heirs of very distinct currents of thought; and (3) because there is very little evidence that Luther’s doctrine of justification can be traced to any forerunners at all.
 This broadened discussion addresses the problem of polemicism by considering the Reformation and Counter Reformation as heirs to the same era of “methodological and doctrinal pluralism”
 in the late medieval period. It addresses the second objection by refraining from any ahistorical schematization of the medieval period. Such a search for the intellectual origins of the Reformation seeks first to understand the medieval period in its own right and for its own sake before connecting it with the Reformation. Finally, it addresses the third objection by spreading the discussion beyond the doctrines of justification, and beyond Luther’s conception of those doctrines.
In this modified form, the idea of the forerunner has real value in our historical consideration of the Reformation. The Reformers’ (and their contemporaries’) prolific use of the concept in their polemical literature sheds light on their own self-conception as heirs of a long line of witnesses to the truth. It would be folly to overlook Hus’ prophecy, which he uttered from his cell in Constance: “Now they roast a goose [the meaning of Hus’ name], but in a hundred years, they shall hear a swan singing, which they will not be able to do away with.”
 In this prophecy we see that Hus considered himself something like a forerunner. In Luther’s use of the prophecy we see that he thought of himself as the divinely commissioned prophet of ecclesiastical and doctrinal purity.
 The modified forerunner theme is also valuable in overcoming the historical disjunction between the medieval era and the Reformation, which is at least as artificial as the problematic continuity posited by Ullmann.

This survey of the use of the forerunner idea in the 16th century and in modern historical scholarship shows the value of the concept, its problematic elements, and the corresponding suggested modifications. The Protestants’ and Catholics’ use of the notion in the sixteenth century developed into a peculiar sort of polemical follow-the-leader, in which each side adopted their opponent’s arguments. The Catholic conception of orthodoxy and the Protestant “Church from Abel”, reductio ad haeresim and the “Church from Cain” – each pair of arguments were to a remarkable degree reflections of each other. From this polemical muddle, sola scriptura emerged as the differentiating principle. The forerunner concept remained in use through the 19th century, when Ullmann published his Reformers before the Reformation. Historians in the early 20th century raised three potent objections against such methodology, which brought scholars to abandon the notion almost entirely. The result was a disjunction between the medieval era and the Reformation that was at least as artificial as the contrived continuity à la Ullmann which historians had originally intended to avoid. In the second half of the 20th century, some historians – McGrath and Oberman, whom I have relied on, among them – sought to revive a modified version of the forerunner idea in order to combat this artificial disjunction. This modified forerunner concept, which answered the objections of earlier historians, is of real value in our search for a full and accurate understanding of the figures on either side of the 16th century Catholic-Protestant divide, and of the overall character and significance of the Reformation.
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