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Is the doctrine of the pretribulation rapture, held by many evangelicals today, a
nineteenth century invention of J.N. Darby or his contemporaries? The purpose of this
session is to introduce and discuss a portion of a fourteenth-century text, entitled The
History of Brother Dolcino, as it relates to this contemporary question about the history
of the doctrine of the pretribulation rapture.

TWO COMMON EVANGELICAL THEORIES ON THE HISTORY OF THE
PRETRIBULATION RAPTURE

Before introducing the medieval text, I would like to briefly summarize two
common evangelical theories about the history of the pretribulation rapture, with which
you may or may not be familiar.

The first evangelical history of the pretribulation rapture is what one writer has
called The Great Rapture Hoax." Very common among evangelicals who reject the
pretribulation rapture as an unScriptural doctrine, these evangelicals say that the doctrine
of the pretribulation rapture is not in the Bible, and was unheard of in the history of
Christianity until the early nineteenth century. The concept, they say, originated with an
1812 Spanish publication of Immanuel Lacunza, a Roman Catholic Jesuit.” It was then
picked up in England by Edward Irving, who translated Lacunza’s book into English in
the 18207s.® Irving, who started a proto-charismatic group called the Catholic Apostolic
Church, and who was eventually defrocked for allegedly teaching that our Lord Jesus had
sinful flesh, used to have prayer meetings in different homes.* In one of these house
meetings, a thirteen-year old girl named Margaret Macdonald gave a prophecy about the
rapture being pretribulational. And according to this view, J.N. Darby, an early leader of
the Plymouth Brethren, picked it up from Margaret Macdonald, and spread it to
evangelicalism.”

A second theory of the history of the pretribulation rapture is more common
among advocates of pretribulationism. This theory is what | call the Lost and Found
theory. Evangelicals who hold to this view believe that the doctrine of the pretribulation
rapture is in the Bible, but that it was lost in history soon after the writing of the New
Testament. Then in the early nineteenth century J.N. Darby (1800-1882) came along,
and in his private study of the Bible, the Holy Spirit illuminee his mind to the correct
doctrine about the rapture.® And from him it was spread to the rest of evangelicalism.

Time does not permit me here to give a thorough evaluation of the merits and
demerits of these views of the history of pretribulationism. But one shortcoming that



both share is their narrow historical focus. They are only looking at the articulation of
the pretribulation rapture in an early nineteenth century context. Both theories have a
seventeen or eighteen hundred-year gap between the writing of the New Testament and
the nineteenth century. This leaves the broad picture of the history of pretribulationism
fragmented and incomplete.

Theological barriers, language barriers, and a faulty interpretation of our valued
principle of Sola Scriptura, have often kept us evangelicals from taking a thorough look
at the full history of a particular doctrine. Perhaps aware that a more comprehensive
history is needed, a growing number of evangelicals are focusing their research on the
history of pretribulationism during that eighteen-hundred year gap between the writing of
the New Testament and the nineteenth-century. And in that period they are finding
examples of pretribulation rapture teaching. | am referring to discoveries within the last
decade of pretribulationism in a sermon by pseudo-Ephraem before the seventh century,
and in a treatise by Morgan Edwards in the 1700’s.”

In light of these finds, a new history of pretribulationism is beginning to emerge,
one that is expanding the doctrine’s traditional historical boundary of the nineteenth
century. A text entitled The History of Brother Dolcino from the fourteenth century is
yet another example of the existence of pretribulationism in church history before Darby.

A FOURTEENTH-CENTURY PRETRIBULATION RAPTURE REFERENCE

The History of Brother Dolcino was composed in 1316 by an anonymous notary
of the diocese of Vercelli in northern Italy. This short Latin treatise gives a firsthand
account of the deeds and beliefs of a religious order called the Apostolic Brethren. Under
the leadership of Brother Dolcino, the Apostolic Brethrne flourished in the author’s
diocese between the years 1300 and 1307.% The text was recopied in 1551, and in the
1600’s was used as source material for two other ecclesiastical histories of the area. The
treatise was later printed in the 1740’s in the 25-volume Rerum lItalicarum Scriptores.®
And it was most recently edited in 1907 with the reprint of this multi-volume set, where it
contains fourteen pages of Volume Nine.

The paragraph from The History of Brother Dolcino relevant to the history of
pretribulationism is translated as follows:

“Item [credidit et predicavit et docuit] quod intra illos tres annos ipse
Dulcinus et sui sequaces predicabunt adventum Antichristi et quod ipse
Antichristus veniret in hunc mundum finitis dictis annis tribus cum dimidio et
postquam venisset, ipse tunc et sui sequaces transferrentur in paradisum, in quo
sunt Enoc et Elias et sic conservarentur illesi a persecutione Antichristi, et quod
tunc ipsi Enoc et Elias descenderent in terram ad predicandum Antichristum,
deinde interficerentur ab eo vel eius ministris et sic regnaret Antichristus per plura
tempora. Eo vero Antichristo mortuo, ipse Dulcinus, qui tunc esset papa sanctus,
et sui sequaces reservati descendent in terram et predicabunt fidem Christi rectam
omnibus et convertent eos, qui tunc erunt vivi, ad veram fidem lesu Christi.” *°



“Again, [Dolcino believed and preached and taught] that within those
three years Dolcino himself and his followers will preach the coming of the
Antichrist. And that the Antichrist was coming into this world within the bounds
of the said three and a half years; and after he had come, then he [Dolcino] and his
followers would be transferred into Paradise, in which are Enoch and Elijah.
And in this way they will be preserved unharmed from the persecution of
Antichrist. And that then Enoch and Elijah themselves would descend on the
earth for the purpose of preaching [against] Antichrist. Then they would be killed
by him or by his servants, and thus Antichrist would reign for a long time. But
when the Antichrist is dead, Dolcino himself, who then would be the holy pope,™
and his perserved followers, will descend on the earth, and will preach the right
faith of Christ to all, and will convert those who will be living then to the true
faith of Jesus Christ.”"2

BROTHER DOLCINO & THE APOSTOLIC BRETHREN

Before looking at the specifics of this paragraph, a little information about
Dolcino and the Apostolic Brethren seems fitting. In 1260, Gerard Sagarello founded the
Apostolic Brethren after his application for membership with the Franciscans was
rejected.”® Like the Franciscans, the Apostolic Brethren were committed to radical
poverty and itinerant preaching of the Gospel.** However, at that time the founding of
new religious orders was strictly forbidden by the pope and several church councils.
Consequently, the Apostolic Brethren were objects of persecution, and in 1300 their
leader, Gerard, was burned at the stake. Brother Dolcino, who had been a member of the
Apostolic Brethren for a number of years, took over leadership of the order in that year.
At one point under his leadership, the Apostolic Brethren had grown to about 4,000
members.*

The persecuted order under Dolcino’s leadership withdrew to the mountainous
areas of northern Italy, near Novara and Vercelli (I circled Novara on the map in your
handout.). But the size of the order and their need for daily sustenance, resulted in
clashes with local authorities. In 1306, a bull was drawn up by Pope Clement V, and a
crusade was launched against them. In 1307, over 400 members of the Apostolic
Brethren were slaughtered by papal forces. Dolcino was captured, mutilated, and burned
at the stake.'®

THE TEXT’S SIMILARITY WITH MODERN PRETRIBULATIONISM

Moving on to the text which you have before you, eschatology seems to have held
an important place in the theology of the Apostolic Brethren, as it did in other medieval
religious orders in the fourteenth century, orders such as the Franciscans, the Spirituals,
and the Beguines. To all of these groups, including the Apostolic Brethren, the political
and ecclesiastical affairs in Italy seemed to have the “signs of the end” written all over
them.?” Let us examine some of the specifics of their eschatology in dialogue with
modern pretribulationism.



The text says that Dolcino believed that the Antichrist would arrive within three
years or so, and that once he had come, Dolcino and his followers would be transferred to
Paradise. The Latin verb is “transferrentur,” (imperfect, passive, subjunctive) meaning
“they would be transferred” or “transported.” Interestingly, this same verb was used by
medieval Christians to describe the translation of Enoch to Paradise mentioned in
Hebrews 11:5, and the rapture of Christians in 1 Thessalonians 4:17.'® The past
participle of “transferre” is “translatum.” From this word we get our common English
synonymn for the rapture, the “translation.” My point is, Dolcino was preaching a
translation of the saints, or a rapture, of the saints.'

Dolcino and the Apostolic Brethren believed that the Roman Church, through
avarice and luxury, had become the whore of Babylon, and that they themselves were the
true remnant Church, established by God in the last days.?’ Despite the fact that they
were wrong in thinking that they were the end-time remnant, in preaching a rapture of
Dolcino and his followers, their concept was in essence a rapture of the Church (as
opposed to a partial rapture theory).

The text also spells out the purpose of the rapture. The rapture was the means by
which God would preserve His people and keep them unharmed from the persecution of
Antichrist. In a manner of speaking, it was a pre-tribulational rapture.

The Church is translated to Paradise when Antichrist first makes his appearance
on the world scene. But then once Antichrist is killed, or after the tribulation, the
Church_descends back down to earth. Then it participates in a type of millennial
kingdom in which the whole earth is filled with the knowledge of the Lord.

Notice that the translated saints are in heaven for some length of time. While the
saints are in heaven, various end-time events are taking place on earth. Enoch and Elijah
come down from heaven and preach against Antichrist. Then Antichrist kills these two
witnesses, and after that, Antichrist reigns “for a long time.”** The duration here is not
specific, but other medieval Christians believed that Antichrist would reign for three and
a half years after the death of the witnesses.”? What is clear is that there is a significant
gap of time between the Church’s translation to Paradise, and its subsequent descent to
earth. The account of the rapture given here does not resemble the quick up-down
rapture of post-tribulationism.

DOLCINO’S EXEGESIS

A few questions about Dolcino’s exegesis. Where did the anonymous historian
learn of Dolcino’s theology of the rapture? The author of this text may have had a
specific writing of Dolcino before him. He may have heard him teach this doctrine. Or
he may have learned of it through other members of the Apostolic Brethren.

What Scripture passage or passages was Dolcino’s rapture theology founded
upon? To me, the passage seems to be a report based on Dolcino’s exegesis of



Revelation 11.% [ infer this from the following facts. The coming of the Antichrist in
the passage corresponds to the beast in Revelation 11, verse 7. Enoch and Elijah and
their conflict with Antichrist match other medieval descriptions of the two witnesses in
Rev. 11: 3 and following.?* The death of Antichrist in the passage corresponds to
medieval interpretations of the great earthquake of Rev. 11: 13.> And the conversion of
the whole world to the true faith of Christ matches medieval interpretations of Rev. 11.:
15, where “the kingdoms of this world have become the kingdoms of our Lord and of his
Christ.”?® It seems logical then, that Dolcino’s rapture teaching in this passage was also
exegetically based in or around Revelation 11.

For Dolcino, the rapture may have been symbolized in the sounding of the
trumpet in Rev. 10:7, as it was for a contemporary interpreter, Arnold of Villanova.?’ Or,
it may have been symbolized in the ascension of the two witnesses in Revelation 11:12.
This is in keeping with many medieval commentaries on Revelation, in which 1 Thess
4:17, a passage about the church being caught up in the clouds, is cited as an interpretive
cross-reference to the passage about the ascension of the two witnesses.?® (I have
included in your handout an illustration of the two witnesses being caught up in a cloud,
from a thirteenth-century Apocalypse commentary.)

The rapture teaching of Dolcino may have been based on an ecclesiastical
interpretation of the rapture of the child in Revelation 12:5. Or the rapture teaching of
Dolcino could have been exegetically based on the passage about the woman in the
wilderness in Revelation 12. The woman, interpreted as God’s end-time people, are
persecuted by a dragon, interpreted as the Antichrist. The woman is then given two
wings, by which she might fly away from her persecutor into the desert, and there be
protected. Since many medieval exegetes interpreted the desert in the passage as
Paradise or heaven, it would not be much of a stretch if Dolcino saw the rapture of the
saints in the flight of the woman.?® (And | have provided several other illustrations in
your handout from medieval Apocalypse commentaries, which show the woman flying
into heaven away from the dragon. In the last illustration, once the woman had been
given the wings and had flown away, she is placed safely in a tower. Interestingly, a
tower is a very common feature in medieval iconography of Paradise.

Which ever of these verses near Revelation chapter 11, that Dolcino’s rapture
teaching was founded upon, | would emphasize that his interpretation of the rapture of
the saints as a means of protection from Antichrist was not far removed from other
medieval exegetical traditions associated with the Book of Revelation. And there is
evidence that other apocalyptic-minded believers in the fourteenth century expected to be
caught up in the clouds to meet Christ, and to later descend back to the earth and live for
a thousand years.*

CONCLUSION
I am not suggesting that pretribulationism was the dominant view of the rapture in

the fourteenth century. But the text of The History of Brother Dolcino seems to indicate
that in the fourteenth century a teaching very similar to what we call a pretribulation




rapture was an available theological option, and one that was especially appealing to
those who were engaged in more detailed speculations about eschatology. This text also
bears witness to the fact that some Christians in the fourteenth century were asking the
question of how God will protect His people from the persecution of Antichrist. And as
an answer, a translation of the saints to heaven, as the divine means by which God will do
that, seems to have been clearly articulated.

Relevant to our conference theme--expanding the boundaries of evangelicalism--,
this discovery of a teaching similar to pretribulationism in the fourteenth century
challenges us evangelicals to re-evaluate our history of the pretribulation rapture.
Especially in need of rethinking are those views which place the origin of the teaching,
or its initial recovery, within the last two hundred years. For this fourteenth-century text,
The History of Brother Dolcino, shows us that some Christians in the middle ages held a
view of the rapture that had basic elements of what we call today a pretribulation rapture.
These include a significant gap of time between the rapture of the saints and their
subsequent descent to earth, and the purpose of the rapture related to escaping end-time
tribulation. And on this basis, | submit my case for expanding the historical boundaries
of pretribulationism.
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decem cornua; item, mulierem illam que habebat calicem aureum in manu sua et plenum
abhominationibus.... “Again, | revoke that which | had said about the carnal Church, that it was that which
John in the Apocalypse calls Babylon, the great whore; again, that beast which had seven heads and ten
horns; again, that woman who had a golden chalice in her hand and full of abominations...” Bernard Gui,
Manuel de I’inquisiteur, G. Moffat, ed. (Paris: Libraire ancienne honoré champion, 1926), 40.

2! The Latin is “per plurima tempora,” literally “through many times.” A better English translation might be
“for a long time,” or “for many days.”

2 For example, Richard of Rolle of Hampole (d. 1349), who wrote, “The greatest opposition to Antichrist
will come from the preaching of Henoch and Elias whom he will destroy after 1260 days. They will rise
again after three and one half days and ascend into heaven. Antichrist will then reign for three and one half
years.” Quoted in R. Gerald Culleton, The Reign of Antichrist (Rockford, IL: Tan Books and Publishers,
1974), 137.

2 There is evidence in Gui’s treatise, On the Sect of Those Who Call Themselves Apostles, also written in
1316, that Dolcino may have used Rev 3:10 in support of his “pretribulation” rapture theology. Like others
in the middle ages, Dolcino believed that the holy pope, who would be chosen by God and not by cardinals,
was symbolized in Revelation 3:7 as the angel of the Church of Philadelphia. See Gui, Manuel de
I’inguisiteur, 90; and Robert E. Lerner, The Feast of Saint Abraham: Medieval Millenarians and the Jews
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001). 114. If the rapture takes place during the reign of
the holy pope, as The History of Brother Dolcino says, and the holy pope’s reign is described in Rev 3:7-
13, which of these seven verses would point to the rapture? Verse 10—*1 will keep you from the hour of
testing coming upon the whole earth” seems like the most likely candidate. Interestingly, this is the same
passage used by modern pretribulationists in support of the view that the Church in the last days will escape
the tribulation of Antichrist by means of a translation to heaven. For an account of another preacher in the
early fourteenth century who believed that he was the angel of the Church of Philadelphia, see Lerner, “An
‘Angel of Philadelphia’ in the Reign of Philip the Fair: The Case of Guiard of Cressonessart” in Order and
Innovation in the Middle Ages: Essays in Honor of Joseph R. Strayer, William C. Jordan, Bruce McNab,
and Teofilio F. Ruiz, eds. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1976), 343-364.

* Many examples of the identification of Enoch and Elijah with the two witnesses from early medieval
commentaries on Revelation are cited and translated into English in Thomas W. Mackay, “Early Christian
Millenarist Interpretation of the Two Witnesses in John’s Apocalypse 11:3-13” in By Study and Also By
Faith, Vol. 1. John M. Lundquist, Stephen D. Ricks, eds. (Salt Lake City, UT: Deseret Book Company,
1990), 222-331.

» Ubertino di Casale, in 1304, wrote his Tree of the Crucified Life of Jesus , of which Book V is a
commentary on Revelation. He interprets the earthquake of Rev 11:13 as the death of Antichrist. See
Ubertinus de Casali, Arbor Vitae Crucifixae Jesu (Torino: Bottega d’Erasmo, 1961), 492. Arnold of
Villanova, in his commentary on Revelation of 1306, wrote that the death of Antichrist was signified in the
great earthquake of Rev. 11:13. See Arnaldi de Villanova, Expositio Super Apocalypsi (Barcelona:

Institut d’Estudis Catalans, 1971), 150.

% For example, Dionysius the Carthusian (1402-1471), says in his commentary on this passage nunc
Antichristo oppresso...tunc enim totus pene mundus ad Christum converetur, secundum doctores. “now
once Antichrist is beaten down, then almost the whole world will be converted to Christ, according to the
doctors.” D. Dionysii Cartusiani Opera Omnia 14: 304. A rich treatment of the medieval concept of the
conversion of the world after the death of Antichrist is Lerner, “Refreshment of the Saints: The Time After
Antichrist as a Station for Earthly Progress in Medieval Thought” Traditio 32 (1976):97-144. Dolcino said
that the time of renewal was prophesied in Isaiah 54-57. Gui, Manuel de I’inquisiteur, 84, 88, 100.




" Villanova, Expositio Super Apocalypsi, 143.

% Bede in PL 93:164; pseudo-Alcuin in PL 100:1150; Ambrose Autpert in CCCM 27:431; Haimo in PL
117:1076; Rupert of Deutz in PL 169:1033; and Peter of Tarantaise in B. Alberti Magni Opera Omnia, Vol.
38 (Paris, 1899), 644. The tradition can be traced back to the early church where it exists in Tyconius’
commentary on Revelation in PLS 1:647; and the fifth-century Acts of Pilate, chapter 25, in Edgar
Hennecke, New Testament Apocrypha, Vol. 1 (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1963), 475.

» See for example, Ambrose Autpert’s commentary on Revelation 12:14: Potest autem deserti nomine illa
regio designari quam apostata Angelus et homo deseruit. “Moreover, that region from which the apostate
Angel and man deserted can be designated by the name of ‘desert’.” CCCM 27A:472. See also pseudo-
Jerome, PLS 1V:1859; pseudo-Alcuin, PL 100:1154; Berengaudus, PL 17:880. Peter of Tarantaise
describes the flight of the woman in Rev 12:14 as the liberation of the Church, and says that she is sent into
heaven so that she might escape the trials. B. Alberti Magni Opera Omnia 38:661. Most of these
commentators qualify their comments and say that the Church flies to heaven only spiritually through
contemplation. But, the Jewish apocalyptic book of 1 Enoch (60:8), which Christianity inherited, describes
the place to which Enoch was translated, as the “desert” or “wilderness.” on the east of the garden where
the elect and righteous dwell.” In the early church, Epiphanius alluded to Rev 12:14, where there was
given to the woman “wings of an eagle, and she was translated into the desert, lest she be overtaken by the
dragon,”as indicative of a bodily ascension of Mary to heaven. PG 42:715. Regardless of one’s view of the
assumption of Mary, this early church father associated a bodily rapture to heaven with the passage. | also
find it interesting that the Irvingites saw a pretribulation translation of the saints in Rev 12:14. See Flegg,
‘Gathered Under Apostles’, 358.

% Frederick of Brunswick, for example, later in the century. See Lerner, Feast of Saint Abraham, 98, 163
no. 25 & 33, 165 no. 54. The Fraticelli and Beguines in the early fourteenth century may have held
something similar. They believed that in the days of the fiercest persecution of Antichrist, St. Francis
would rise bodily from the dead, and that Francis and his evangelical band of followers would descend and
convert the world to the true faith. See Decima L. Douie, The Nature and the Effect of the Heresy of the
Fraticelli (Manchester, UK: Manchester University Press, 1932), 115, 250; and Gui, Manuel de

I’inquisteur, 170-172.




