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 This essay aims to lay out the chronology of the English Reformation.  It begins at 1527, during 

the reign of Henry VIII, continuing through the reigns of Edward VI and Mary, and ends at 1571, during 

the reign of Elizabeth.  For the church in 16th-century England, these were seemingly endless years of 

volatility, but for the historian today they form a drastically brief period of time to effect such 

unprecedented changes.  Much of the English history of these years reads like the best of dramas, full of 

valor and treachery, love and betrayal, caution and temerity, self-aggrandizement and shameless 

sycophancy.  It is a time of acrimonious accusations and lachrymose martyrdoms.  In short, the period is 

engaging in its own right, and yet it merits our attention for a much greater reason.  Here is the birth of 

what has become one of the major branches of Christendom, the Worldwide Anglican Communion, a 

church that so rooted itself in the documents and events of the years 1527 to 1571 that it has seen little 

digression since. 

 Despite the Anglican Church’s constancy in the following years, the initial diversion from the 

Roman Catholic Church was enormous.  What could possibly give way to such drastic reform?  How 

could an entire nation abandon the historic faith of more than 1500 years?  The chronology which follows 

suggests that the English Reformation was not the product of one occurrence but of a complex sequence 

of events.  However, before its beginning in 1527, several factors had already converged to fertilize the 

ground from which it would spring.  Politically, nationalism was high throughout Europe; this was 

especially true in England where it took an acutely anti-foreign tone.  It escaped no one’s notice that the 

Pope was Italian, not English, and that he was largely influenced by the rulers of England’s rival nations.  

Socially and economically speaking, the royal treasury was empty, and the commoners were doing little 

better, owing to the growth of rural unemployment amidst a shifting commerce.  For a few, however, this 

meant the acquisition of sudden wealth and, with it, education.  These elite began to take civic office, and 

their societal influence displaced that of the clergy.  Intellectually, this fit well with the times; the 

Renaissance had taught people to prefer the novel over tradition, and it spurred the academy to revisit the 

Scriptures with a critical eye.  All of this was sufficient to unsettle England, from the commoner to the 

king, and the mounting antagonism took aim at the church. 
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There were good reasons that the church was the object of this animosity.  An anti-clerical and 

anti-Roman sentiment had been brewing in England for some time, beginning with the Lollards at the end 

of the 14th century.  These followers of John Wycliffe, critical of papal abuses, grew at an alarming rate 

and were persecuted with equal vigilance.  As a result, their remnant had been driven underground, 

quietly waiting for an opportunity such as Henry’s reign would afford.  One characteristic of the Lollards, 

the appreciation for careful study of the Scriptures, was particularly prevalent in the 16th century.  New 

translations fanned the flame of this interest, especially Erasmus’ Greek and Latin New Testament (1516) 

and William Tyndale’s English New Testament (1526).  Furthermore, the arrival of the printing press 

made the Scriptures suddenly available to people who had known only what the clergy told them.  

Unfortunately for the clergy, what the people discovered in Scripture did not support some of the church’s 

practices.  People were amazed to find that “the Christian minister was never called a priest; that instead 

of ‘doing penance,’ the New Testament spoke of a change of mind or outlook, and that it even said that 

the bishop was to be of one wife.”1  This would perhaps have been overlooked if it were not for one final 

contributor to this pervasive, anti-clerical sentiment.  The clergy had become notoriously corrupt, 

imposing fees on the people, and openly living contradictorily to those standards which they demanded of 

the laity.  Internal conflict among Pope, clergy, and laity was high.  To the English population, the church 

as it stood no longer deserved the power and authority that it had long held over them.  The time was ripe 

for someone new to claim that authority; all that was necessary was a sufficiently brazen ruler with a 

compelling impetus.  Such a man was Henry VIII, and in 1527 his circumstances became compelling. 

 

King Henry VIII (from 1527-1547): England’s Own Catholic Church 

Henry VIII, born in 1491, enjoyed a lengthy reign as King of England from 1509 to 1547.  He possessed a 

keen understanding of his subjects and, for the most part, engendered their confidence and affection.  He 

had shown his prowess in waging war against France on behalf of the Pope in 1513, and in 1521 Rome 

had granted him the title “Defender of the Faith” for his scathing literary attacks on Luther.  Yet in 1527 

Henry now found himself in a precarious position with respect to the Roman Catholic Church.  He 
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desperately needed a suitable heir to his throne, and his wife, Catherine of Aragon, had not been able to 

produce one.  In fact, she had born seven children, all of which died in infancy with the exception of 

one—their daughter Mary.  Law did not prohibit a daughter from taking the crown, but it had only 

occurred once in England’s history, and that was with catastrophic consequences.2  Besides his growing 

impatience with Catherine, Henry had become strongly attracted to a woman named Anne Boleyn.  She, 

however, would not submit herself to him outside the bonds of marriage. 

 To solve this problem, in 1527 Henry turned to Pope Clement VII, boldly asking for an 

annulment of his marriage to Catherine.3  This was not an outlandish request for a king in his day, and the 

pope would likely have granted it, were it not for one problem.  Earlier that year, the Roman Emperor 

Charles V had sacked Rome, holding the pope prisoner for seven months, and the Roman Church was 

now subservient to the Holy Roman Empire.  Unfortunately for Henry, Emperor Charles was the nephew 

of Catherine, and he would not see the pope play a part in her disgrace.  Henry would have to find a way 

to annul his marriage without papal consent. 

 This was no small task, but Henry was a capable and confident ruler.  His first move was to 

employ Parliament to put pressure on the clergy.  In November of 1529, Parliament for the first time 

passed laws that dealt directly with the church.  The latent 14th-century concept of Praemunire was 

reinstated, declaring the king’s authority in all matters of finance, even those that touched the church.  In 

conjunction with this, Henry imposed a massive fine on both of England’s epicenters for clerical activity, 

the Province of York and the Province of Canterbury.  The exorbitant fines were impossible to pay, but 

they served to remind the church of its place with respect to the crown.  Henry would put that sentiment 

into clear terms in 1530.  He demanded of Convocation4 that they confess him as “the singular protector, 

the only and supreme lord, even the Supreme Head of the Church of England.”  This was surely a grand 

claim, but Convocation agreed to the title after following it with the phrase “as far as is permitted by the 

law of Christ.”  Methodically, Henry persisted.  After further pressure from Henry and Parliament, on 

May 15, 1532, Convocation passed5 what is known as the famous “Submission of the Clergy”, wherein 

Convocation agreed to neither assemble nor make decisions without the king’s approval.  The Submission 
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also allowed for a king-appointed committee to review Convocation’s past decisions to determine their 

worth.  The clergy realized that “the feeling of the country was strongly against them, and in the absence 

of any spirit of martyrdom or any real enthusiasm, [they] quietly and wisely gave way.”6 

 The impact that the Submission of the Clergy had on the English Reformation was great.  It was 

the beginning of Henry’s absolute control over the Church in England.  Shortly thereafter, an equally 

significant event took place.  The Archbishop of Canterbury died that August, and Henry decided now to 

replace him with a man named Thomas Cranmer.  Pope Clement VII confirmed the choice of Cranmer to 

this most significant ecclesiastical post in England.  Cranmer, it seems, was the only one who struggled 

against the appointment, but Henry would not allow him to decline.  In March of 1553, Cranmer was 

consecrated to the office Archbishop of Canterbury.  In time, he would become one of the champions of 

the Reformation in England and the father of Anglican liturgy.  From the very beginning, however, he 

was a steadfast supporter of King Henry. 

 Before Cranmer’s consecration and before Henry’s marriage to Catherine had been annulled, the 

king married Anne Boleyn on January 25, 1533.  Henry’s haste was spurred not only by his long wait but 

also by the fact that Anne was already pregnant.  In March, Convocation (with Cranmer approving) 

quickly followed Henry’s lead, declaring that his marriage to Catherine had never been legitimate, and 

Parliament passed a bill disallowing for any appeals to be made to Rome.  This proved necessary; the 

pope, still hoping to appease the emperor, reaffirmed the validity of Henry’s marriage to Catherine and 

denounced his bonds to Anne on March of the following year.  Four months later, the pope issued a bull 

to excommunicate Henry, effective September that year.  To Henry, the bull was insignificant, and he 

simply ignored it.  Amidst these arrangements, provisions were made for Catherine and their daughter 

Mary, which would later prove consequential. 

 In the meantime, Henry put the finishing touches on his supremacy.  Convocation declared him 

equal to the pope in March of 1534, and in November Parliament reasserted his position as Head of the 

Church.  The following year, Henry added to this a title of his own invention: in terra supremum caput 

Anglicanae ecclesiae (on earth, supreme head of the church of England).  Lest there should be any 
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confusion, Henry ordered the pope’s name to be erased from all service books.  Henry had finally and 

almost completely removed the pope from England and appropriated his position. 

 Now Henry began to use that power.  He turned his attention first to the monasteries, which were 

seen as the last papal strongholds in England.  In July of 1535, Henry commissioned Cranmer to 

systematically dissolve the monasteries, and the following year Parliament passed a bill that furthered this 

plan.  While reform was certainly part of Henry’s motivation, the deciding factor was monetary.  The 

royal purse was empty, and the monasteries were a massive source of revenue.  By 1540, all the 

monasteries had been closed and their assets seized by the king. 

 The second matter in which Henry exercised his new power was of a more personal nature.  

Catherine of Aragon died on January 8, 1536, which in itself was not significant since she was no longer 

Henry’s wife.  However, the woman who was his wife at the time, Anne Bolyn, had fallen out of favor 

with him.  Matters were made worse when she delivered a stillborn boy on the 29th of that same month.  If 

Henry were to dispose of Anne while Catherine were still alive, it would be frowned upon; however, in a 

sense, the death of the one allowed for the removal of the other without Henry losing his dignity.  This 

appealed to Henry all the more, as he grew attracted to a woman named Jane Seymour.  Henry proceeded 

with characteristic temerity.  Through a conspiracy that doubtless involved him, Anne was tried for 

alleged infidelity, and on April 19, 1536 she was executed. 

 On a more positive note, 1536 also saw the issuing of Injunctions which required a Bible in Latin 

and in English to be placed in every church and made available to the laity.  This necessarily raised the 

question of which version was to be supplied.  English translations of the Scriptures were scarce.  It will 

be recalled that the first English translations were done by John Wycliffe, whose followers had been 

martyred in England.  The famous English translator of Henry’s age was William Tyndale, and he was 

martyred for his work that very year in Belguim.  The quest for an acceptable English version proved 

difficult, and one was not produced until 1537.  Presented by Cranmer, it was a revision of Tyndale’s 

Bible with gaps filled in from a version by Miles Coverdale.  It was sent off to be printed, and in October 

1535 the Great Bible, as it was called, was distributed. 
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 The placing of a vernacular Bible in every church was a highly significant event and, in some 

ways, overshadows the important legislation that was passed around the same time.  The first document 

of import was the Ten Articles, passed by Henry in July of 1536.  Inspired by Henry, composed by 

Cranmer, and approved by Convocation, the Ten Articles laid something of a foundation for how the 

church was to function in this new state.  Although elements of the Roman Catholic faith were neglected, 

nothing in the Articles stood contrary to that faith except that the king was supreme over the English 

Church, not the pope.  They effectively articulated the breach with Rome that had already been in 

practice.  It is perhaps in response to the doctrinal neutrality of the Ten Articles that Cranmer composed 

his Bishop’s Book the following year.  This provided commentary of a Protestant nature to the Ten 

Articles in simple language that clergy and laity could understand.  Henry, however, had not aimed to 

build a Protestant England but a Catholic one under his headship.  Though he did not openly attack 

Cranmer’s book, in 1543 Henry published his King’s Book, essentially a Catholic counteraction to 

Cranmer’s commentary.  In all things, Henry was determined to have the final word.  Before publishing 

the King’s Book, Henry took more direct measures to emphasize the Catholicity of the church in England.  

1539 witnessed the Six Articles of Henry, further enforcing the Catholic nature of the English church.  

Henry specifically affirmed transubstantiation, communion in one kind,7 clerical celibacy, vows of 

chastity, private masses, and auricular confession.  This time there was neither ambiguity nor room for 

commentary.  Cranmer opposed the Articles as strongly as he could, and Convocation approved them, its 

dissenters quickly emigrating.  Parliament, in turn, provided for their legal enforcement on May 19, 1539. 

 Meanwhile, something significant had happened for Henry.  He had finally gained an heir.  After 

Anne Bolyn’s execution, Henry had married Jane Seymour, and on October 12, 1537 she bore him a son.  

While the child survived, Jane did not, dying on the 24th of that month.  Henry now had a male heir, but 

he was again without a wife.  An unfortunate arrangement was made for him to marry Anne of Cleves, 

and this was carried out in January of 1540.  Henry was greatly displeased with Anne, and accordingly 

Parliament annulled the marriage shortly thereafter.  Next, in August of the same year, Henry married 

Catherine Howard.  Although she was a more agreeable match for Henry initially, she did not prove to be 
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a more lasting one.  She was accused of being unchaste prior to and following her wedding, and Henry 

ordered her execution eighteen months thereafter.  Henry married his sixth and final wife, Catherine Parr, 

in July of 1543.  She survived Henry, though their marriage did not produce another heir to the throne.  

After a long and influential reign, Henry VIII finally passed away on January 28, 1547, clutching the hand 

of Archbishop Thomas Cranmer, who had been a staunch supporter of the king’s decisions, even against 

his own preferences.  Yet while Cranmer lamented the loss of his king, he also recognized that Henry’s 

passing brought new opportunity for Reform.  England had established an independent Catholic Church; 

now it would establish a Protestant one. 

 

King Edward VI (1547-1553): Articulating the Anglican Stance 

Henry had accomplished the unthinkable; he had broken with Rome while maintaining ecclesiastical and 

political stability.  Yet this stability depended greatly on Henry himself.  In his absence, Edward VI, son 

of Henry and Jane Grey, became king.  As Edward was merely a child, a Royal Council had been 

provided for by Henry, and that council leaned heavily in the Protestant direction. 

 Further Reform was on the horizon.  In July of 1547, Cranmer published a book of homiles to aid 

parish priests in the task of preaching, a task to which many were unaccustomed and for which most were 

unequipped.  That fall, Parliament convened, reversing the Roman Catholic measures that Henry had 

taken near the end of his reign.  Soon thereafter, clerical marriages were again granted.  Additionally and 

most prominently, provisions were made for sweeping liturgical reform.  In March of 1548, a new Order 

of Communion was established.  It maintained much of the medieval pattern while altering specific 

elements, such as the restoration of communion in both kinds.  Of incomparable significance for 

Anglicanism, the first Prayer Book was also released that year.  The stated intent of the Prayer Book was 

that “by this order, the curates shall need none other books for their public service, but this book and the 

Bible.”8  However, in practice it was more than a clerical resource.  Written in the vernacular and 

compiled by Cranmer and a committee, the Prayer Book articulated the doctrinal position of the church in 

England while also directing its future course.  It established new liturgical innovations that set the 
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Church of England apart, and above all it pleased Reformers, even those who had hoped for more drastic 

measures.  The Prayer Book was bolstered by the passing of the Act of Conformity, which made clear that 

its use in the churches was mandatory. 

 These changes met with some opposition, but for the most part they were accepted and put into 

action.  After a couple years of practice, the need for revisions was noted, and a new Ordinal9 was issued.  

Although it made no new doctrinal statements, it reinforced the idea that the English church had its own 

distinct manner in which it conducted all ecclesiastical matters.  A Second Prayer Book was also issued 

soon thereafter with the convening of Parliament in January of 1552.  This second edition made 

significant alterations to the liturgy.  Although the goal was not to adjust the doctrine of the first Prayer 

Book, the second edition found greater favor among zealous Reformers.  Parliament also took measures 

to enforce the book’s use (even among the laity) under the Act of Uniformity, further ensuring an 

ecclesiastically unified and increasingly Protestant England. 

 While the Prayer Book did much to define and direct the church in England, it was the Forty-Two 

Articles of May, 1553 that finally articulated Anglicanism in clear terms.  Here the Church of England 

found its manifesto, a statement that would set the tone for Anglicanism thereafter.  In its time, the Forty-

Two Articles was the most comprehensive description of Protestantism that had been published.  In a 

way, however, it was both Protestant and Catholic.  It left itself open neither to the extremes of the 

Anabaptists nor to papal abuses, medieval superstitions, and spurious Roman doctrines.  In general, it was 

a reflection of Cranmer’s own determination not to define anything that God had not defined in his 

Scripture.  The Forty-Two Articles were the touchstone of Anglicanism, beckoning a new era of English 

Christianity, and yet in six months’ time it was a dead document. 

 

Queen Mary (1553-1558): Counter-Reform 

What followed next set England on edge.  At the tender age of only fifteen years, King Edward died.  

Henry’s only male heir to the throne was gone, leaving behind three women to contend for the title of 

Queen of England.  The first was Lady Jane Grey, the last of Henry’s wives.  It was natural for the crown 
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to pass to her, and indeed she was initially proclaimed as the coming queen.  However, the people did not 

rally to her support but began to gather around one of Henry’s daughters.  It will be recalled that Henry 

had sired a daughter named Mary with Catherine of Aragon before declaring the marriage null and Mary 

a bastard.  Later, the same fate had befallen his wife Anne Boleyn and their daughter Elizabeth. 

It was Mary, the older of these two daughters of Henry, that proved ambitious and winsome enough to 

claim the throne at this moment.10  In July of 1553, Mary was proclaimed as the coming queen, and in 

October, at the age of thirty-seven, she was crowned.  Lady Jane Grey readily acquiesced, and Elizabeth 

demonstrated unshakable circumspection, her actions never betraying her inner thoughts.  To both of 

these potential rivals, Mary granted clemency. 

 Tension was high in England when Mary took the throne.  The nation had become politically 

unstable and economically unsound.  Furthermore, momentum had been gained in the direction of 

Reformation, and Mary was a staunch Roman Catholic.  Many of the clergy and church leaders fled the 

country, fearing for their lives; in their absence, the Catholic voices grew stronger.  Archbishop Cranmer 

and a handful of his companions in Reform remained.  For Cranmer, this was a death sentence, as he had 

been the one who had annulled the marriage of Queen Mary’s parents and declared her an illegitimate 

child. 

 Mary quickly set about counter-Reform.  Within months of her coronation, she imprisoned 

Cranmer and two other major contributors to Protestantism in England, Hugh Latimer and Nicholas 

Ridley.  For two years they would await their fate in confinement.  She replaced seven of the bishops with 

ones more favorable to Rome and deprived nearly a quarter of the priests of their office for the offense of 

matrimony.  To counter Protestant teachings, Mary also commissioned national missionaries to spread the 

true Catholic faith throughout England.  Despite her sweeping intentions, Mary had to contend with 

Parliament shortly after her coronation, and they would not be controlled so easily by her.  Late in 1553 

Parliament agreed to repeal that legislation which had come about under Edward (including the Prayer 

Book, communion in both kinds, and clerical marriage), but it refused to restore the law to how it had 

been before the reforms made by Henry.  The following spring, Mary’s Injunctions were released, a 
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document that demanded a Catholic England in no uncertain terms.  It sought to return the nation to its 

state prior to 1529, when Henry had invoked Praemunire and claimed headship over the church in 

England.  The tone of Mary’s Injunctions was almost as alarming as the content, as a sample will show: 

[It is here commanded] that every bishop and all other persons aforesaid do likewise travail for 
the condemning and repressing of corrupt and naughty opinions, unlawful books, ballads and 
other pernicious and hurtful devices, engendering hatred among the people and discord among the 
same; and that schoolmasters, preachers and teachers do exercise and use their offices and duties 
without teaching, preaching or setting forth any evil or corrupt doctrine; and that, doing the 
contrary, they may be, by the bishop and his said officers, punished and removed.11 
 

In November of 1554, when Parliament with Mary for a second time, it was not so bold in declining her 

desires.  This time its composition was altered; Mary had replaced a number of its members with her 

supporters.  Bending to her power, Parliament undid the entire Reformation.  They repealed all anti-Papal 

legislation since 1529, submitted to the Apostolic See and asked Queen Mary to intercede with Rome on 

their behalf.  Only two members dissented. 

 Mary had made great strides in her political and religious agenda, but her personal life had 

presented her with a difficult decision.  Like all rulers, she needed an heir, and the nation did not rest 

easily under a queen without a king.  The horns of the dilemma for Mary pertained to whether she should 

marry an Englishman or a foreign suitor.  The primary suitor among the English repelled Mary, but the 

people would want an English king, and it would content the House of Commons which had been 

pressuring her in this direction.  On the other hand, there was a suitor named Philip who pleased Mary 

and was a staunch Catholic too.  Unfortunately, Philip was a Spaniard, and he would not be well received 

in England.  There was also the question of what should be done if Mary were to die, leaving a Spanish 

king on the English throne.  In the spirit of her father, Mary was determined to have her way when it 

came to marriage.  She chose the man of her own preference, Philip of Spain, and made legal provisions 

that he would have no claim to the throne in the event of her death.  The English people were at best 

acquiescent to this match, but Parliament approved it, and in July of 1554 they were wed.  Also like her 

father, Mary’s marriage was doomed from the beginning.  That November, the first disappointment came 
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as she thought she was pregnant, only to have nothing come of it.  This would not be the last of such 

setbacks for the queen. 

 That month, the Pope absolved the country, restoring England to its “Holy Mother the Church”, 

and Mary turned her attention again to the efforts of counter-Reform.  With Parliament, she reinstated the 

latent acts against the Lollards and other heretics, allowing for severe persecution of Protestants.  In three 

years, she would order approximately four hundred executions.  Predictably, her first victims were the 

three imprisoned Reformers Cranmer, Latimer, and Ridley.  Latimer and Ridley were burned at the stake 

outside the window of Cranmer’s cell, and their execution affected Cranmer greatly.  He signed 

repudiations of his former beliefs and actions, submitting to the authority of the Pope.  Nonetheless, he 

was slated to be executed six months after Latimer and Ridley.  During those six months, he signed one 

repudiation after another, each one more severe than the last.  These were spread throughout the nation as 

a sign of Mary’s triumph and Cranmer’s humiliation.  But his humiliation was not sufficient for Mary; 

she ordered that he make a public confession of his errors at Mass on the day of his execution.  Cranmer’s 

confession was moving and unanticipated.  After admitting that he had indeed committed grave errors of 

heresy, he surprised his audience with the following words: 

And now… I come to the great thing that troubleth my conscience more than any other thing that 
I ever said or did in my life, and that is setting abroad of writings contrary to the truth, which here 
now I renounce and refuse, as things written with my hand contrary to the truth which I thought 
in my heart, and written for fear of death and to save my life if it might be—and that is all such 
bills which I have written or signed with my own hand since my degradation, wherein I have 
written many things untrue.  And forasmuch as my hand offended in writing contrary to my heart, 
therefore my hand shall first be punished; for if I may come to the fire, it shall be first burned.  
And as for the Pope, I refuse him as Christ’s enemy and anti-Christ, with all his false doctrine.  
And as for the sacrament…12 
 

Cranmer was cut off by shouts; the crowd was astonished, and Mary was appalled.  Amidst a mob, he 

boldly rushed to the stake, where he held to the fire that hand which had signed the recent repudiations.  

In attempting to further debase Cranmer, Mary had made a martyr and a hero out of him.  So died the man 

who is said to have had “a greater genius for liturgical worship than any other of whom we have record in 

the whole history of the Church.”13  It did not sit well with the queen that the executions of the Protestant 

leaders had ended in something of a triumph for them.  Accordingly, she ordered the bodies of two 
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deceased English Reformers exhumed; the bones of Reformers Martin Bucer and Paul Fagius were 

publicly burned alongside Protestant books. 

 It seems that Mary was going too far with her measures.  Progressively she began to fall out of 

favor with Parliament and the people.  The country was subject to intermittent attacks on its borders, and 

Mary could not find sufficient captains or soldiers to fend them off.  Greater threats were looming from a 

belligerent France.  Religiously, she was losing her grip on the country, and a plot on her life had been 

discovered.  At the same time, Mary was falling out of favor with her husband as well.  Philip returned 

from Spain after an absence of more than eighteen months, and Mary again thought herself pregnant.  

Again, nothing but disappointment came of it.  Amidst rising pressures that she could not surmount, Mary 

saw her end.  On November 17, 1558 that queen who had undone the English Reformation in less than 

five years finally died, leaving behind her a country even more tumultuous than the one she inherited.  

But if the country had suffered under her reign, Mary herself had suffered greater: 

Mary is perhaps the most pathetic figure in our annals, for she had considerable abilities, but not 
the ability to use them to any fruitful end.  Her childhood had been overshadowed by the cruel 
wrong done to her mother and by the indignities which she herself had been compelled to suffer.  
Unattractive in person, yet eager to gain affection, she had rushed into a marriage which could 
only bring alienation from her people….  Her most compelling interest was religion.  And here 
she was to know that all her achievements, so hardly won and fought for with such fanatical zeal, 
would not outlast her lifetime.  Mary was the stuff of which martyrs are made, and her life was 
indeed one long martyrdom.14 

 

Queen Elizabeth (1558-1603): Establishing an Enduring Anglican Church 

Henry’s only surviving child, Elizabeth, now assumed the throne.  A powerful speaker with an intuitive 

understanding of her people, Elizabeth received warm approval.  However, her position was not enviable.  

France and Spain, at odds with each other, were both eyeing England as a potential stronghold.  

Internally, despair was widespread.  The recent military losses were difficult to bear, and pestilence and 

poor harvests had taken their toll on health and economy.  Society was still being pushed through a minor 

industrial revolution that displaced countless agricultural workers.  The nation was poor, and Queen 

Elizabeth herself had scant resources to attend to it.  In addition to all this, Elizabeth inherited a country 

that had endured constant and extreme religious flux.  Hers was a generation that knew nothing but the 
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religious mandates of Henry, Edward, and Mary.  At present, the result was a nation of two factions, the 

Roman Catholics and the Anglican Protestants.  Her task was to find a solution for the religious problem 

that would pacify as many people as possible and would avoid the danger of anarchy and even civil war.  

It was no small order for the queen, but her keen grasp of the common man aided her greatly.  She knew 

that many despised the pope and that the majority no longer knew what they believed with regard to 

religion.  The dire state of the economy overshadowed religious debates, and no one could afford civil 

discord.  Above all there was a sense that any path would be good, so long as it was distinctly English, 

and so long as the queen could lead the country.  To that latter concern, Elizabeth made the following 

speech in the year of her ascendancy: 

Let tyrants fear…. I know that I have the body but of a weak and feeble woman; but I have the 
heart and stomach of a king and of a King of England too, and think foul scorn that Parma or 
Spain, or any prince of Europe should dare to invade the borders of my realm; to which rather 
than any dishonour shall grow by me, I myself will take up arms, I myself will be your general, 
judge, and rewarder of every one of your virtues in the field.15 
 

Elizabeth’s own religious convictions she kept shrouded behind diplomacy, but she had been raised to 

harbor Protestant tendencies.  Regardless, Elizabeth viewed religion as a means to an end—the restoration 

of a stable and thriving England.  To accomplish this, she began down what would be called the via 

media, a path between Roman Catholicism and Protestantism. 

 The first Christmas of her reign, Elizabeth specified that the host was not to be elevated, as was 

the Catholic custom.  A brash celebrant did so nonetheless, and Elizabeth promptly walked out of the 

service.  Her coronation was held on January 15, 1559, and the following Easter she ordered the Mass to 

be performed in Latin (as was the Roman tradition) but partook of communion in both kinds (a Protestant 

innovation).  The pope, then Paul IV was cautious in his response, hoping that Elizabeth in time might 

prove submissive to Rome.  Eight days after her coronation, the first Parliament of her reign would 

suggest otherwise.  On May 8, 1559 Parliament passed a revised Supremacy Act.  Where Henry had 

claimed to be “supreme head in earth of the Church of England,” Elizabeth declared herself “the only 

supreme governor of this realm, as well in all spiritual and ecclesiastical things or causes as temporal.”  A 

body of Ecclesiastical Commissioners was provided to aid the queen in such religious matters, as an 
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additional softening of the concept of royal supremacy.  Parliament also passed another Act of 

Uniformity, reinstating a revised Prayer Book as the sole lawful form for worship.  Punishments for 

noncompliance were less harsh than under Mary, reaching only to fines and occasional imprisonment.  

Convocation responded with disapproval.  While it would not sanction the Prayer Book, it used it just the 

same. 

 Convocation’s dissatisfaction was the byproduct of a larger obstacle for Elizabeth.  Most of the 

current clerical leadership had been installed by Mary.  In the main, they were fervent papal supporters, 

openly opposed to any Reform.  To resolve this issue among the bishops, Elizabeth instated an Oath of 

Supremacy, by which all bishops were to swear themselves to the queen’s authority.  Many dissented and 

were deprived of their offices.  For the presbytery, Elizabeth organized a Royal Visitation, whereby her 

representatives would visit parishes to remove priests who had not complied with the chosen order of 

worship.  The result was a flood of open clerical offices, which Elizabeth filled with men who would 

support her plans.  One office, however, required careful maneuvering.  The Archbishop of Canterbury 

under Mary had died the same day as his queen, leaving that most important See vacant.  For this office, 

Elizabeth now selected Matthew Parker, a notably Protestant candidate.  Like Thomas Cranmer, Parker 

was opposed to the idea, but on December 17, 1559 he was nonetheless consecrated Archbishop of 

Canterbury.  At the ceremony, two of the four bishops presiding had been consecrated in the Roman 

order.  As such, Elizabeth had managed for Parker to be consecrated in keeping with Catholic Apostolic 

succession without gaining papal consent.  Here one sees just how adroit Elizabeth was at carrying out a 

cautious and effective Reform. 

 The need to educate this influx of new clergy produced several lasting results.  The queen ordered 

libraries built and promoted lectures.  A book of homilies was published to aid the new priests in 

explaining the faith, and a catechism was likewise published to aid the laity in understanding it.  Of 

greater import, the Thirty-Nine Articles were produced and confirmed by Convocation in 1562.  A 

revision of the Forty-Two Articles under Edward, the Thirty-Nine Articles went through constant 

modification until reaching their final form in 1571.  It was then that they received Parliamentary and 
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royal assent, and both parties passed an act making subscription to the Articles compulsory.  This marked 

the end of the Reformation in England.  The Thirty-Nine Articles would not suffer the repeals and 

counter-injunctions that so much legislation had endured during the Reformation.  This was the 

permanent foundation upon which Anglicanism would build, even up to our own day. 

  

An Afterword: Elizabeth’s Lengthy Reign, Anglicanism’s Enduring Legacy 

In many ways, Elizabeth was unlike her siblings and much like her father, especially in the extent of her 

reign.  She reigned for forty-five years, more than thirty years beyond the approval of the Thirty-Nine 

Articles, a fact that in itself brought stability to the nation.  In that time she faced formidable challenges, 

such as irregularities in religious teaching, religious inquisition spurred by papal excommunication, and 

the extreme zeal of the rising Puritans.  Additionally, she never produced an heir, remaining unmarried 

her entire life.  In all of these difficulties, Elizabeth demonstrated the intelligence and discretion that made 

her one of England’s most beloved rulers. 

The Reformation which she brought to a close had been unsettling for the English people.  It had 

been Reform from the top down.  Unlike the continental Reformation, the English Reformation was 

somewhat forced on the commoners.  Those who had the power to mold it were likewise to be pitied; they 

labored, knowing that submission to one ruler might prove fatal under the next.  The vast majority of 

England longed for the peace, consistency, and moderation that Elizabeth’s reign provided.  In spite of the 

challenges of the future years, her diplomatic demeanor did not wane, and the Thirty-Nine Articles of 

1571 endured with her.  Almost half a century of religious and political travail had given birth to the 

Anglican Church, a body that in our day would come to include more than one million adherents in 

England16 and an estimated seventy million worldwide.17 
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