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The early Christian writers Tertullian and Origen mention the existence of a British church in the third century, and in the fourth century British bishops attended a number of the great councils of the Church.  The church in England remained under the authority of the Pope and the Catholic Church until Henry III (1491-1547), who became the English King in 1509 and brought the church out from under their rule.  At this time the Great Reformation was under way and the message of Luther was reaching England and creating a stir in the country.  These simultaneous events would impact the future of Christianity then, as well as to this day.  


Leading up to the fourteenth century the English throne had been in a state of turmoil as a result of the War of the Roses, and to avoid this from happening again, the Tudor Dynasty needed to give assurance that they would continue to occupy the throne. Henry VIII eventually came to the throne and the necessity of having a son who would one day reign in his stead, led to the events that would open the door for the birth of the independent Church of England.  Author James North states that these circumstances are “absolutely crucial for understanding what happened in England . . . .”
 


Henry married his brother’s widow, Catherine of Aragon, but she was unable to give Henry a son, although she did give birth to a daughter who they named Mary in 1516.  After a number of years without a son Henry, began to manufacture reasons to have his marriage to Catherine annulled.  As well as not being able to give birth to a son, author David Starkey gives us deeper insight stating that Catherine became “uglier and duller,” Francis I referred to her as “an old deformed wife,” which in that day meant over weight, no doubt from her numerous pregnancies, and that she “married a husband who was younger and better-looking than she.”
   He then turned to the Scripture stating that his marriage to Catherine should be considered incest and was unscriptural, he therefore appealed to Pope Clement VII for an annulment.  Because of the political and church ramifications that would result from a definitive decision, the Pope delayed the decision for years and Henry finally decided to do something about it himself. After a great deal of political and church wrangling, Henry was declared the head of the English Church and he ended all papal authority which resulted in him being excommunicated from the Catholic Church.  The Church of England is now free and independent of the Catholic Church and the marriage to Catherine is annulled, Henry immediately marries Anne Boyle with whom he had been in a previous relationship. Within two years of the separation form the Catholic Church, Henry took control of the monasteries, again not for  religious convictions, but for political and financial gains.  An example of this can be found at the famous shrine of St. Thomas a’ Becket at Canterbury where twenty-six wagon loads of treasure were carried away while the bones of the saints were cast away.


The birth of the Catholic church had nothing to do with ideas of the Reformation, “doctrine, indulgences, etc. . . .it was purely a matter of providing a dynasty for the 

king . . . to do that, it was necessary to remove the king’s marriage, and to do that it was necessary to remove the authority of the pope.”
  Although the Church of England was its own entity, the worship liturgy or doctrine did not change, the greatest change was that the pope was replaced by a king.  One would think that these major changes would have evoked a public outcry, but the public responded with an unexpected apathy.  


As the Lutheran ideas began to spread, before the succession, Henry refuted them and was given the title “Defender of the Faith” from the Pope.  As one can see from his early years, Henry would fight this new Reformation.  Tyndale, who had translated the Bible into the English language, was spreading the Word throughout England in spite of the fact that his efforts were met with great resistance. England was beginning to realize that the ideas of the reformation were of significant value.  Henry III shifted his stance concerning the reformation making decisions that baffle the onlooker.  After allowing Tyndale to be martyred in 1536, he eventually ordered that his English Bible was to be made available to the people.  He removed the doctrine of transubstantiation only to reverse that decision three years later.  Things appeared to be leaning toward the reformation stance until 1539, when Henry enacted the Six Articles Act, a conservative, purely Catholic statement of doctrine,
  which moved the church back onto the Catholic foundation.  

After Henry’s death in 1547, the church vacillated between the Protestant and Catholic faith, depending on who sat on the throne.   His son Edward was next in line to sit on the throne, but he was only ten years old at the time of his father’s death, therefore his uncle, Edward Seymour, was made his official protector and he became the power behind the throne.  He was a genuine Protestant who desired to make the services more meaningful to the common man, therefore, Mass was turned into a communion service and the English language replaced Latin, both elements of the Lord’s Table were eventually allowed, celibacy of the clergy was not enforced and the Six Articles Act was reversed.  The Book of Common Prayer, Protestant in nature, was also to be used in the church which was stated in the Act of Uniformity, and church leadership was replaced with Protestant leaders.  

Shortly after these changes were instituted, Seymour was removed from his position and it was given to Dudley, a corrupt man, who gave the church a Calvinist flavor.  King Edward, just a few months before his death in 1553, signed the Forty-Two Articles which became the statement of faith for the new Church of England. 


Next in line to the throne was Mary, who North calls a “staunch Catholic,”
 who desired to bring the Church of England back under the authority of Rome and she replaced the Protestant bishops, those who had not yet fled the country, with Catholic bishops.  Against the opinion of the English people, Mary returned the church to Roman Catholicism in 1554, and a blood bath followed as those who refused to submit to Catholicism were tortured and killed.  When all was said and done, three hundred people had been executed, earning Mary a new name that would be preserved in history, Bloody Mary.  This backfired because it brought sympathy and admiration to the Protestant Movement from the people of England.  

Mary died in 1558, and Elizabeth, the daughter of Anne Boyle, sat on the throne as a Protestant. In 1559 she enacted two “great statutes,” the Act of Supremacy, which gave her the authority over the church, and the Act of Uniformity, which revived the Protestant prayer book of 1552.
  Like her predecessor, she replaced those in positions of leadership who were not of her faith, but unlike Mary, “None were jailed or tortured, and none were executed.”
   She also revisited the Forty Two Articles and reworked them which then became the Thirty-Nine Articles, “A strongly Calvinist statement, this remains today the basic definitive statement for the Anglican Church.”
  Many did not believe that her changes were not significant enough; these became the Puritans, who eventually became the Pilgrims who came to the New World to practice their religious freedom. Elizabeth reigned from 1558-1603, and her reign was labeled the Elizabethan Settlement. 

James I reigned in England from 1603 to 1625, and the Catholics thought that he would sympathize with them, but because he refused, they planned to assassinate him in the Gunpowder Plot of 1605, excuse the pun, but the plot backfired and this cemented the hostile feelings between England and the Catholic Church.  King James also made an impact on the Christian world when at the Hampton Court he sought for a new version of the Bible.  One author makes this statement concerning the King James Version of the Bible, “The only positive result of the conference (Hampton Court) was the Authorized Version of the Bible – one of the most majestic pieces of writing in the English language.”
  Under James, Scotland and England were under one monarchy, but there was an eventual uprising among the Puritans which led to the English Civil War which  raged from 1642 through 1647 when Charles (1625-1649), James son,  was captured and eventually executed.

After Charles fell, the Church came under the power of the Puritans who did not have an official king but the leader was called the Lord Protector. In 1660, Charles II was placed on the throne as king but he leaned toward Roman Catholicism.  Under Charles II dissenting preachers were limited to where they could preach, and authors/preachers such as John Bunyon and John Milton were jailed.  

Charles successor was his brother, James II (1665-1668) who was a Catholic, this was not popular among the public but they tolerated it knowing that he had two daughters who were being raised Protestant.  James II surprised all as he remarried and had a son who would be raised Catholic.  James oldest daughter, Mary (1689-1684), married William III (1689-1702) of the Netherlands, being Protestants the English Parliament offered them the throne.  James had to flee the country and this was known as the “Bloodless Revolution.”
 It was known from that day forward that England was a Protestant nation.  After the overthrow of James in the Glorious Revolution (1688), the Bill of Rights (1689) declared that the monarch must be Protestant and the Act of Settlement (1701) required that he or she be a member of the Church of England. 

As a result of removing the Puritan influence going into the 1700’s there was little religious fervor, the church was formal, rational and doctrinally barren, Christians were theologically apathetic and lacked little evangelical thrust.  This changed as the coming century would be marked as a time of the great Evangelical Revival as men such as John and Charles Wesley, and George Whitfield preached with passion as they took the Gospel to all, especially the poor.  As a result of Wesley’s ministry and his methods, the Methodists were born, which after his death separated from the Church of England. This revival not only affected the religious scenery of England but it brought a time of stability while others were facing unrest.  

The Anglican Church went through numerous periods of reform as it is a microcosm for the church as a whole.  Often reform was influenced by the political circumstances and at other times it was doctrinal reasons, sometimes there were periods of apathy and at other times revival, but through it all we see God at work in the nation, and it has produced many heroes of the faith who died for their convictions as well as those itinerant preachers who have had a lasting influence.
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