The Reformation in England

(with more characters and plot twists than that any soap opera on television)

Adapted from an article titled Protestant England by Richard Hooker on the Washington State University Website.

Henry VIII
   

England was far distant and isolated from the rest of Europe. While Protestantism tore apart European society, it took a far different form in England, holding on too much of the beliefs and the practices of Catholicism. England also experienced the greatest wavering back and forth between the two religions, as the kings and queens of England passed back and forth from one religion to the other.

England had, for several centuries, an uncomfortable relationship with the Church in Rome. Some of the most enthusiastic and successful reformers in the Middle Ages were English. For example, Englishman, John Wycliff was responsible for the first translation of the Bible from Latin into a vernacular language (Remember Wycliff from our study of the era known as the Great Schism?) Two major movements in England – first, the Wycliff-led rebellion against the church in the fourteenth century and second, the spread of Northern humanism – prepared the foundations for English Protestantism.


Henry VIII
by Luke Hornbelt 

The adoption of Protestantism, however, was a political rather than a religious move. King Henry VIII’s first wife was Catherine of Aragon. Since Catherine had been previously married to Henry’s brother, Henry had to get special permission from the pope for the marriage. Marrying the wife of one's brother was considered wrong; it was almost equivalent to marrying one's sister. So it required the pope’s special permission. The marriage, however, produced no male children to occupy the throne at Henry's death. Henry began to have his doubts about the marriage. He began to wonder if it was what God intended. In the mid-1520's, he met and fell in love with Ann Boleyn, a lady in waiting to Catherine. He wished to annul his marriage to Catherine and marry Ann. To annul a marriage meant that a special declaration from the pope had to be made that stated that for some reason, the 

marriage never should have happened in the first place. Henry wanted this annulment not only because he loved Ann, but also because he feared leaving the throne of England without a male heir.
   

In order to marry Ann, the marriage with Catherine had to be annulled by the pope. Circumstances, however, were working against Henry. Remember, in order to marry Catherine, his former sister-in-law, he needed special permission from the pope. Annulling the marriage would imply that the special permission granted by the pope was an error, something the pope was not willing to admit. Second, Charles V, the Holy Roman Emperor, had recently invaded Rome and captured the pope. While the pope was allowed to stay pope, he was the virtual prisoner of Charles. The answer to Henry's request, then, was no and no again.





When his attempt at annulment failed, Henry did what every other king would do. He fired his closest advisor. This was an important move. His closest advisor on the matter was Cardinal Wolsey, the Lord Chancellor of England. The negotiations with the pope’s court over the annulment were largely performed by Wolsey. When Wolsey failed, Henry dismissed and arrested him and replaced him with two men, Thomas Cranmer and Thomas Cromwell. Both these men had been reading about and liked the new ideas of Martin Luther. They gave the king some incredibly bold advice: if the pope does not grant the annulment, then split the English church off from the Roman church. Rather than the pope, the king would be the spiritual head of the English church. If the King wants an annulment, then the King can grant his own annulment.

   In 1529, the English Parliament began to debate this question; this debate would occupy the English Parliament for seven years and so gave it the name, the "Reformation Parliament." It did not settle the matter all at once, but steadily granted powers over the Catholic priests and bishops to the king. In 1531, the priests and bishops of England recognized Henry as the head of the church, and in 1533, Parliament passed a law that placed English priests completely under Henry's control. In that same year Henry finally married Ann Boleyn, who was already pregnant with his second daughter, Elizabeth. In 1534 Parliament stopped all contributions to the Roman church by English clergy and common people and, in the same year, gave Henry complete control over all church appointments. Finally, a law called the Act of Succession declared the children of Ann Boleyn to be the heirs to the throne and officially declared the king the supreme head of the church in England.

   Despite all this storm of activity, the English church didn't really change. The average person going to church would see almost no change in the practices or belief system of the church. It was still for all practical purposes a Catholic church; the only real difference that anybody would notice was the use of English Bibles in the church. In 1539, Henry continued to practice like a Catholic. The only real change was that he was now head of the church in England. The English church, however, would radically change under Henry's successor, Edward VI.

Edward VI
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Edward VI (ruled 1547-1553) was Henry's third child, born by his third wife, Jane Seymour. Edward was only a teenager when he became king, but he thoroughly understood and believed in the Protestant cause. Edward and (his father’s advisor) Thomas Cranmer set about turning the Church of England into a thoroughly Protestant church. He began to change church practices, allowed clergy to marry, and imposed Thomas Cranmer's Book of Common Prayer on all church services. He also ordered any and all pictures and altars to be removed from churches. 

Mary I (Bloody Mary)
   

Edward, however, died only six years into his reign. He was succeeded by Mary (1553-1558), who was Henry's first child by Catherine of Aragon. Mary had been raised in France and was devoutly Catholic. When she assumed the throne of England, she declared England to be a Catholic country and forcefully went about converting churches back to Catholic practices. Images and altars were returned, the Book of Common Prayer was removed, clerical celibacy (meaning priests can’t marry) was again imposed, and Eucharistic practices reaffirmed. She met opposition with steely-eyed defiance; because she executed a lot of Protestant leaders, the English would eventually call her "Bloody Mary." Had she lived longer, England would probably have reverted to Catholicism for another century or so. But Mary died at the age of 42 of cancer. She was just five years into her reign Mary had no children so the throne went to her half sister Elizabeth.

Elizabeth I
   

Mary was succeeded by Elizabeth, the daughter of Ann Boleyn. Henry had executed Ann as an adulterer and Elizabeth was declared a bastard child. Nevertheless, she assumed the throne in 1558 and reigned until 1603. Elizabeth was perhaps the greatest monarch in the history of England, and possibly the greatest and most brilliant monarch in European history.

   Elizabeth understood that her country was being torn apart by the warring principles of Catholicism and Protestantism. While she did away with Mary's Catholic laws, she did not return to her half-brother Edward's more strict Protestantism. Rather, she worked out a compromise church that retained as much as possible from the Catholic church while putting into place most of the fundamental ideas of Protestantism.



   Still, the pope excommunicated her and this created many difficulties within England. For it was now ok for any Catholic to attempt to assassinate or overthrow her if possible, and a large part of the English nobility was Catholic. Despite this, Elizabeth managed to avoid assassination because of her brilliant political skills and her large network of excellent spies. The Catholic plots on her life finally met their end when she executed her cousin, Mary, Queen of Scots, in 1587. 
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   Mary was a cousin (not to be confused with the former queen, and Elizabeth’s half-sister, Bloody May) of Elizabeth's and the next in line for the English throne. She was a committed Catholic, but ruled over a country – Scotland – that had become and still is fiercely Calvinist a form of Protestantism. Catholic extremists in England understood that Elizabeth could spell the end of any hopes of a Catholic revival in England, so they began to plot Elizabeth's assassination. Mary, for her part, feeling justified by the Pope's excommunication of Elizabeth, foolishly took part in several of these plots. Elizabeth eventually brought her to trial and condemned her, reluctantly, to death.

   Elizabeth's greatest legacy was the spirit of compromise that infused her version of the Church of England. She managed to please Catholics by retaining several important aspects of Catholicism and also managed to please moderate Protestants who wanted all traces of the Roman church to be wiped out. She did this by allowing English Protestants (called "Puritans" because the wanted to purify the church from all Roman influences) to participate in Parliament and to set up strict Protestant congregations that could run themselves but still recognized the Queen as the head of the church.
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Reformation in England 

Comprehension Questions

What were two movements in England that helped set up the foundation of Protestantism?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

What is an annulment?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Why did Henry want an annulment?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Give two reasons the pope would not annul Henry’s marriage to Catherine.

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Why did Henry ultimately decide to split from the Catholic Church of Rome?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Who advised Henry to make this move?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

What was the Reformation Parliament?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

What was the main difference between the Catholic Church and Henry’s new Church of England?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

How was Edward VI related to Henry? Who was his mother?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

How did Edward feel about Protestants?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

How was Mary I related to Edward VI? How was she related to Henry? Who was her Mother?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Was Mary Protestant or Catholic?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

How did she get the nickname Bloody Mary?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

According to the author, why did England not remain Catholic for very long? Why do you think the author claims that England may have remained a Catholic country for at least a century if Mary had lived longer?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

How was Elizabeth I the first related to Mary I?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

How did Elizabeth deal with the split between Catholics and Protestants?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

What did the pope do that put Elizabeth’s life in danger? In what way did the pope’s action put her life in danger?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

How did Elizabeth deal with this threat?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

According to the author, what was Elizabeth’s greatest legacy?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

