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EMBASSY OF THE CZECH REPUBLIC  
in cooperation with the  

MORAVIAN CHURCH in SOUTH AFRICA  
 

EXHIBITION on the 600 th ANNIVERSARY of BURNING at the STAKE of JAN HUS 
UNIVERSITY of PRETORIA: 5 TH MAY 2015 

 
Excellency, Madam Ambassador of the Czech Republic, Blanka Fajkusova 
Excellency, Ambassador of the Republic of Serbia, Božin Nikolić 
Members of the Czech Mission and Friends 
Prof Johan Buitendag - Dean of the Faculty 
Prof Jerry Pillay - Head of Department 
Members of the Academia  
Representative Members of the Ecumenical Church Body 
All Clergy persons 
Ladies and Gentleman  
 
I greet you at this memorable event of the Exhibition On The 600th Anniversary Of Burning At The 
Stake Of Jan Hus. My address is presented under the title of:   

 
THE THEOLOGICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF THE WORK OF JAN HUS  

 
INTRODUCTION 
History assigns to the Moravian Church, the position of Standard Bearer of Protestantism. 
Indeed, with the exception of certain pre-Reformation groups, the Moravian Church is in 
point of time the oldest of the Protestant Churches. The Moravian Church traces its origins to 
ancient Bohemia and Moravia in what is the present-day Czech Republic. The chronicles 
show that those who composed its first membership were the forerunners of the movement 
known as the Reformation. They were followers of the great pre-Reformation preacher, 
educator, and martyr, Jan Hus of Bohemia.   
 
Known as the foremost of Czech reformers, Jan Hus (1369-1415) was a professor of 
philosophy and rector of the University of Prague. The Bethlehem Chapel in Prague, where 
Hus preached, became a rallying point for the Czech reformation. Hus was ordained as priest 
in 1401 and in his writings and public preaching emphasized personal piety and purity of life. 
He was heavily indebted to Wycliff, and stressed the role of Scripture as an authority in the 
church. Hus related that he turned away from playing chess, dressing proudly, and other 
‘youthful follies’ in order to dedicate himself to the pursuit of truth and service to Christ. 
 
Hus gained support from students and the common people and led a protest movement 
against doctrinal positions of the Roman clergy and hierarchy. He held to the belief that the 
doctrines set forth in Scripture should be followed by Christians. His view that the authority 
of Scriptures took precedence over the authority of the Church brought him into conflict with 
the Roman Catholic Church of his day. Hus was accused of heresy, underwent a long trial at 
the Council of Constance, and was burned at the stake in Constance, Germany on July 6, 
1415. 
 
However, the spirit of the reformation did not die with Hus. Though the church and civil 
rulers of that day killed Hus they could not destroy his teachings. Being a much loved 
preacher, there were many who remembered what he had said and what he had written. He 
was a most eloquent and ardent preacher, full of fire, and his sermons not only stirred his 
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audience, but the whole country. Popular songs sung by his followers gave fervent testimony: 
“If you want to know the Bible, you must go to Bethlehem and learn it on the walls as Master 
Jan of Husinec preached it.” On the walls of his preaching center, the Bethlehem Chapel, 
Hus had inscribed several texts in Latin and in the common tongue. Hus later counseled his 
followers to learn the truth on the walls of the chapel of Bethlehem.  
 
Modern scholars have described Hus’ sermons as the chief event of the times, while others 
have asserted that Jan Hus controlled Prague from his pulpit. This statement does suggest a 
grain of truth. One of the primary sources for an indication of Hus as a reformer can be found 
in his preaching activity. Preaching, then, in such a context took on the importance of 
instruction, the communication of ideas and therefore was a social force essentially 
unrivalled. By the fifteenth century popular preaching came more and more to function in the 
life of the community. South Africans can relate to this when we call to mind that for long 
time the struggle for democracy was driven and directed from the platforms of the churches 
in our country – especially during the time when mass gatherings and rallies were prohibited. 
Jan Hus would preach ad cleros [to the clergy] as well as ad populum [to the people]. In these 
contexts his sermons became both a lamp and a mirror on life in late medieval Bohemia. It 
was his sermons to popular audiences which galvanized the already developing reform 
movement in Prague; a tradition already a generation in the making. His activities constituted 
the preaching of reformation. The repetition of sermons, frequent preaching, increased the 
effects of reformation. It has been estimated that Hus preached about three thousand sermons 
during his career as rector of the Bethlehem Chapel. 
 
In the process he became a national hero. In his chief work ‘On the Church’ he defined the 
church as the body of Christ, with Christ its only head. Although he defended the traditional 
authority of the clergy, he taught that only God can forgive sin.  
 
Hus believed that neither popes nor cardinals could establish doctrine which was contrary to 
Scripture, nor should any Christian obey an order from them which was plainly wrong. He 
condemned the corruptness of the clergy and criticized his people for worshipping images, 
belief in false miracles, and undertaking ‘superstitious pilgrimages.” 
 
Out of his ashes rose the Moravian Church or Unitas Fratrum (Unity of Brethren), as it has 
been officially known since 1457. In that year followers of Hus gathered on the estate of 
Lititz, about 100 miles east of Prague, and organized the church. This was sixty years before 
Martin Luther began his reformation and one hundred years before the establishment of the 
Anglican Church. By 1467 the Moravian Church had established its own ministry, and in the 
years that followed three orders of the ministry were defined namely: deacon, presbyter and 
bishop.  
 
 
 
 
 
THE THEOLOGY OF HUS 
The Theology of the Czech Brethren from Hus to Comenius offers an exploration of the 
interaction between community, ritual, and belief. It spans the fourteenth century up to the 
Moravians of the eighteenth century, and develops significant arguments concerning the 
evolution of the key Czech doctrine of the separation of church and state. 
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I will now briefly turn to some of the theological themes that mark the doctrinal position and 
teaching of Hus:  
 

1. The ‘Six Errors’ 
Hus had the walls of Bethlehem covered with paintings (words and pictures) to instruct his 
worshippers. And in addition to the Decalogue and the Apostles’ Creed, translated into 
Czech, the walls included a summary of Hus’s reform program titled De sex erroribus (On 
the Six Errors). These six propositions appeared in Latin and Czech on the northern and 
southern walls of the chapel and were rediscovered during reconstruction work in 1949.  
The first of the six “errors” was the boasts of priests who claimed to be able to “create the 
body of God” when consecrating the elements. Hus identified this as pure blasphemy. What 
he objected to was the way this was communicated to the people, as an action of the priest 
rather than as the work of Christ. Second, Hus objected to people placing their faith in the 
Virgin Mary or one of the saints rather than in Christ. Though he did not reject the church’s 
teaching on the veneration of the saints per se, Hus insisted that Christians should have faith 
in God alone because only God is perfect. Third, Hus corrected the misconception that priests 
and popes can forgive sins. Only God forgive sins; priests merely declare God’s forgiveness. 
The fourth error was the most important one for the Czech Reformation because it dealt with 
obedience to authority. Hus rejected the common notion that Christians must be obedient in 
all things to all authorities (bishops, lords, masters, parents). Instead, he argued, Christians 
must exercise moral judgment and act according to the law of Christ, even if this means 
disobeying human authorities. The fifth error pertained to the abuse of ecclesiastical 
authority. Hus rejected the idea that excommunication in and of itself condemns a person to 
hell regardless of his or her sinfulness or righteousness. The sixth and final error of the 
church was simony (buying and selling of ecclesiastical offices or indulgences). On this point 
in particular Hus was in substantial agreement with many medieval popes and theologians, 
but the late medieval papacy had endorsed financial practices that had once been condemned. 
The common element of the six errors was the arrogance of the church in claiming for itself 
the work of God.  
 

2. The Role and Task of the Church 
The radical potential of Hus’s preaching was given visible form in the work of Nicholas of 
Dresden. Nicholas and his comrades established themselves at the Inn of the Black Rose in 
the New Town of Prague. They promoted the notion that the contemporary church was a 
corruption of the original church of Jesus and the apostles. With words and visual images, 
Nicholas painted a contrast between the ideal model of Jesus and the corruption of the day. 
Some of these images were copied onto the walls of Bethlehem Chapel. 
Nicholas’s tableaux taught people that Christ rode into Jerusalem in humility on a donkey, 
but Roman prelates rode like lords on horses. Christ washed the feet of His disciples, but the 
prelates forced people to kiss their toes. Christ did not have money to pay his taxes, but the 
prelates took a tenth of the produce of the poorest people. Christ told his disciples not to lord 
it over one another, but the pope claimed to rule the Roman Empire and be lord over the 
emperor himself.  
Hus used these images to promote Wycliff’s theology. The visible church should conform as 
closely as possible to the model of the ideal church found in the New Testament and early 
Christianity. If it failed this, it should be reformed. However, Hus like Wycliffe, argued that 
secular government has divine authority to correct abuses in the church, but unlike the later 
Unity of Brethren, Hus did not advocate a strict separation of church and state in his quest for 
church reform.  
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It is impossible to reform a corrupt institution without generating animosity, and the more 
Hus preached against the sins of the clergy, the more enemies he created. Soon he was swept 
up in rivalries and conflicts that did not involve him directly but highlighted the corruptions 
he opposed. In addition to the ongoing struggle between the two pontiffs during the papal 
schism, there was a struggle for control of the archbishop’s seat in Prague. Hus was used as a 
chess piece by powerful political interests because he had such great influence over the 
populace. As long as Hus was useful to the archbishop or king, he was protected. When he 
proved too independent for their uses, he was offered up as a sacrifice. 
 

3. The Apostles’ Creed 
In explicating the creed, Hus affirmed the orthodox teaching on the Trinity. The three 
“persons” of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit were equal and united. The second person of 
the Trinity assumed human flesh in the womb of the Virgin Mary. Those with faith in him 
would be saved and filled with the grace of the Holy Spirit. The incarnate Son of God 
suffered, dies and was buried. Rather than speculate at length on the question of the Trinity, 
Hus concentrated on the issue of forgiveness of sins and the nature of the church. Christ is the 
one who forgives; priests are merely the mouthpieces of Christ. 
 

4. The Ten Commandments 
Hus followed the Catholic practice of dividing the Ten Commandments (the Decalogue) into 
two tablets: the love of God (the first three) and the love of the neighbor (the remaining 
seven). In discussing the first tablet, he did not condemn the use of images, but he did warn 
against abuses. People should not be attracted to worship because of the beauty of the art 
(especially art depicting nude saints); nor should the church use expensive chalices, bells and 
other items. The purpose of worship is to honor God and to hear his word. This emphasis was 
consistent with the reforms Hus instituted at Bethlehem Chapel, where Scripture, 
congregational singing, and preaching were the focus of the service. Some of Hus’s harshest 
words were directed against the veneration of saints’ relics. 
 
On the subject of using the name of God in vain, Hus’s teaching was that those who are 
baptized in the name of Christ should not blaspheme against Christ by doing evil. Neither 
should people use God’s name vainly in prayer or in careless oaths. In the same manner, 
people should observe the Sabbath as a day of rest from sin, not as a day of fun. Interestingly, 
Hus acknowledged that the biblical Sabbath was Saturday rather than Sunday, but he 
defended the designation of the day of rest as the day of Christ’s resurrection. We see then, 
that Hus used reason and tradition in interpreting the commandments. Likewise, in explaining 
the commandment to “honor your mother and father,” Hus reminded his flock that devotion 
to Christ sometimes requires resistance to unlawful or evil commands. 
 
The commandment against killing, for Hus, was more than just a prohibition on taking 
another person’s life. Thoughts and words may also kill the soul. Hus used the commandment 
against stealing to attack simony, dishonest trade, and excessive taxation. 
 
In light of his own difficulties with the courts, it is not surprising that Hus gave a great deal of 
attention to the commandment against bearing false witness. Hus argued that it is always 
sinful to slander another person, especially an innocent person. But it is doubly sinful for a 
priest to commit slander. Those who have the responsibility to preach the Word of God 
blaspheme whenever they lie, including when they falsely accuse someone of heresy. Silence 
can also be a sin, because “not to defend truth is to be a traitor to it.”     
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5. The Sharing of the Chalice at Communion 
Probably the most visible symbol of the teaching of Hus, remembered by most, was the right 
to give the Cup to the laity, the whole congregation, during Holy Communion. Since the 
Fourth Lateran Council in 1215, only priests could drink the sacred wine which was the 
blood of Christ. This also meant that for over two centuries no woman in Western Europe 
had shared fully in communion, since only men could be ordained. Hus and his followers 
believed that the denial of the chalice, or cup, was the root of all corruption in the church 
because it perpetuated the idea that clergy are superior to the laity.    
 
THE THEOLOGY AS A VEHICLE FOR REFORM    
Four great principles were adopted by the Moravian Church or, Unity of Brethren as the basis 
of their union: 

1. The Bible is the only source of Christian doctrine.  
2. Public worship is to be administered in accordance with the teachings of the 

Scriptures and on the model of the Apostolic Church. The Word of God should be 
preached and delivered freely and without hindrance in the proper order by the 
priests of the Lord, according to Mark 16: ‘Go ye into all the world and preach the 
Gospel to every creature.’ In the introduction to his commentary of the Apostles’ 
Creed Hus wrote: “Because I am a priest, sent by God in the hope that I should teach 
the people to believe, to fulfill the commandments of God, and to pray to God aright, I 
wish briefly to expound these things to simple people.” 

3. The Lord’s Supper is to be received in faith, to be doctrinally defined in the language 
of the Bible, and every human explanation of that language is to be avoided. The 
Sacrament of Holy Communion should be administered freely in both forms, bread 
and wine, to all believers in Christ who are defiled by mortal sins according to the 
word and institution of the Savior who said ‘Take, eat; this is my body.’ And: ‘Drink 
of ye all of it.’ 

4. Godly Christian life is essential as an evidence of saving faith and is of greater 
importance than the dogmatic formulation of creed in all details. The worldly 
dominion over riches and earthly goods, which the clergy exercises against that order 
of Christ, should be confiscated and taken away from them, and the clergy should be 
brought back to the rule of the Gospel and the apostolic life which Christ has led with 
his apostles. in his sermon “throwing aside the works of darkness”, Hus condemned 
the practice of charging fees for divine ministry. This custom was contrary to the idea 
of the Law of God. Grace was free and to extort payment for what had been proffered 
without charge was, for Hus, entirely reprehensible.  
 
Though he wrote his sermons in Latin, Hus delivered them in Czech, and 
extemporized in response to the interest of the listeners. Hus drew large crowds that 
represented a remarkable cross section of Prague society: burghers, professors, 
students, merchants, tradesmen, wives, children, servants and members of the nobility 
came to hear “God’s little Goose” (a pun on the name Hus). Even Sophie (1376-
1428), the queen of Bohemia, attended services regularly. 
 
The music at Bethlehem Chapel played an important role in the reformation and 
revolution. Although music in worship was nothing new, the innovation of Bethlehem 
Chapel was the translation of the Latin liturgy into the language of the people. Hus 
and his assistants wrote and reworked several hymn, as well as portions of the Mass 
itself. Historian Thomas Fudge in ‘Ansellus Dei’ (1996), notes that Hus’s ‘role in the 
development of popular religion and lay piety must in no case be ignored.’ The 
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churches that developed out of the Hussite reforms made congregational singing a 
central part of worship decades before Martin Luther set Protestant doctrine to 
popular tunes. 
 
Hus reserved his most severe invectives for those who filled ecclesiastical offices and 
abused the privilege entrusted to them.  
Quote: Priests are now sent that they would not preach but that they will fill their 
bags [28 October 1411]. . . . They deserve hanging in hell [26 April 1411] . . . . they 
are not worthy of anything other than sitting in the kitchen and feeding their bellies 
[24 June 1411] . . . . The voice of some of the spiritual ones is as the devil and praises 
themselves for it, being immoral and against preaching in the chapel. Egotistical 
preachers cry in a high voice like wolves [2 June 1411]. These priests are parasites, 
whose work is as nothing in the Church, and are not real spiritual fathers [7 June 
1411]. . . . They serve mass for the sake of money, and then gamble for this money. 
They are money misers . . . . these become fat swine [5 July 1411]. End of quote. 
Harsh words of rebuke indeed which the church of today would do well to bear in 
mind in its search for a ministry that is faithful and true to the command of our Lord 
and His Gospel.   

 
THE AFTERMATH OF HUS’ EXECUTION: FORMATION OF THE M ORAVIAN CHURCH   
In the years following the execution of Jan Hus (1415), Hus’ followers engaged in countless 
skirmishes with religious authorities. These followers fell mainly into two camps: the 
Utraquists, who opposed religious practices that directly violated Scripture, and the Taborites, 
who opposed religious practices that were not expressly authorized by Scripture. Although 
these groups were united by external oppression through the 1420’s, the Roman Catholic 
Church finally struck a deal with the Utraquists, and in 1434 the Taborite forces were 
decimated by a united Catholic and Utraquist army at the battle of Lipan.  
 
While this alliance between Utraquist and Catholic seemed to end the legacy of Jan Hus, 
seeds of reformation began to spring up in the Utraquist stronghold of Bohemia. Utraquist 
bishop John Rokycana began, like Hus, to preach against the excesses of the Catholic 
Church. His preaching pricked the consciences of his flock, including that of Rokycana’s 
nephew Gregory. Gregory and a band of followers wanted desperately to act upon 
Rokycana’s preaching, but didn’t know how to go about it. So, Rokycana introduced them to 
the writings of Peter Chelchicky, a pacifist farmer who dreamed of a community of peace and 
love. Under the influence of Chelchicky’s writings and Rokycana’s preaching, Gregory and 
his friends established a community near Lititz in 1457; they called this community the 
Unitas Fratrum, the Unity of Brethren. Thus, the official organization that would become the 
Moravian Church was born. 
 
A bitter persecution, which broke out in 1547, led to the spread of the Brethren’s Church to 
Poland where it grew rapidly. By 1557 there were three provinces of the church: Bohemia, 
Moravia, and Poland.   
 
By 1517 the Unity of Brethren numbered at least 200,000 with over 400 parishes. Using a 
hymnal and catechism of its own, the church promoted the Scriptures through its two printing 
presses and provided the people of Bohemia and Moravia with the Bible in their own 
language.  
 
LEGACY TODAY 
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1. The name Moravian Church emphasizes its position among the churches as a pioneer 
church, a protestant church, an episcopal church, and a church of recognized 
standing this country. The Moravian Church continues its role and standing amongst 
the worldwide body of believers, and believes it will continue to have a space to 
fulfill, a voice to be heard and, to make a definite contribution. 

2. Hus argued that the true church of Christ is the body of the faithful that followed the 
clear teachings of Scripture. The true church indeed, is one that alleviated the 
suffering of the poor and redeemed prostitutes, rather than the one that exacted tithes 
and rents and otherwise pillaged from the poor because of the greed of the clergy. 
The Moravian Church confesses and proclaims that Jesus Christ entered into this 
world’s misery to hear it and overcome it. We seek to follow Him in serving His 
brothers and sisters. Like the love of Jesus, this service knows no bounds and we 
continue to care for the poor and elderly, the destitute and marginalized, the sick and 
hunger and devote our full attention to these needs as far as the means are available.  

3. Being called the Pioneer Church of Christian Missions, Missionary endeavors even 
today remain high on the agenda of the ministry of the Moravian Church. We will 
continue to spread the Gospel to all lands, nations and individuals and will challenge 
humanity with the love of God, striving to promote the peace of the world and seeking 
to attain what is best for all.   

4. The Church had existed since its beginning as a worldwide Unity, believing in the 
priesthood of all believers and the importance of true community in the church. Our 
claim to be a priesthood of all believers finds expression in empowering the laity and 
equipping God’s saints for ministry - this has been and will always be a focal point of 
the Moravian Ministries. We believe our clergy to be a fellow brother or sisters from 
among the priesthood of believers. 

5. Since the death of Jan Hus Moravians seek to educate women in Scripture and 
doctrine, and they took part in a limited way in worship services. This aspect of 
women’s education and leadership in the congregation became a prominent feature of 
the Unitas Fratrum. Throughout its history, the Unity set apart gifted women to serve 
as elders and deaconesses in congregations. These women were primarily responsible 
for the spiritual life of women, and although they were not ordained as priests, they 
had a pastoral role that included counseling, instruction, and discipline.  

6. Preaching and Proclamation of the Gospel still occupies the central space in the 
Moravian Liturgy. Moravians believe the foremost task of all clergy is truthful and 
sincere preaching. Moravians recognize the Word of the Cross as the centre of Holy 
Scripture and of all preaching of the Gospel and it sees its primary mission, and its 
reason for being, to consist in bearing witness to the joyful message.       

 
CONCLUSION 
When Hus was asked to renounce his faith, he answered: “I shall die with joy in the faith of 
the Gospel which I have preached.” His martyrdom then, became a sign of the dawn of a 
new time. Though we might not be called to die for our faith, the commemoration of the 
death of Hus is a powerful reminder to all Christians today to search their faith, to recommit, 
to renew it in the light of the Gospel that we preach! “I shall die with joy in the faith of the 
Gospel which I have preached.” 
 
Before Hus was martyred, he predicted that the Bible-teaching and praying that he had done 
with these Moravian people would one day spring up into REVIVAL. It was this teaching 
and praying, embedded in the life of the dispersed Moravians, which John Amos Comenius 
referred to as "the Hidden Seed" and prayed would preserve the evangelical faith in the land 
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of the fathers. Seeing how Moravians respond to the theology of the ancient Brethren 
suggests that the accuracy of our “hidden seed” narrative is less important than how we live 
into that narrative in our spiritual lives. If we proclaim ourselves heirs to Hus’s theology then 
what matters is what we have done, and are doing, with the inheritance. What matters is not 
whether we are sprung from a hidden seed, but how we are nurturing that seed to produce 
good fruit – thirty, sixty, a hundred fold. This commemoration, heralds the start of that 
Revival!! 
 
I thank you! 
 
Brian M.J. Abrahams 
President: Moravian Church in South Africa 
5th May 2015  
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