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PreFACe: The reAl hisTory oF 

The ChurCh oF eNGlAND

‘enormous simplifications were possibly necessary to carry 
a deeper truth than lay on the surface of  a mass of  unsorted 
detail. That was, after all, what happened when history was 
written; many, if  not most, of  the true facts discarded.’

Anthony Powell, Temporary Kings (1973)1

The church of  st Peter and st Paul, Chaldon, lies at the end 
of  a long lane snaking along a ridge of  the North Downs, just 
beyond the outer limits of  the london suburbs. Begun some 
time before the Norman Conquest, it is a small, concentrated 
bundle of  different spaces reflecting different periods of  church 
architecture. even today, when on fine days the downs will be 
teeming with people walking their dogs, playing with their chil-
dren or simply out for a stroll, the church seems somehow a 
step beyond settled human community. To enter it is to enter 
a remote, silent world, and to be confronted by a shocking 
reminder of  a different age and different values. For Chaldon 
is best known for its ‘doom’ painting, a sole survivor of  what 
was once a multi-coloured interior. Painted late in the twelfth 
century, on the west wall rather than above the chancel arch, as 
would have been typical of  later, conventional doom pictures, 
its vivid colours have faded to a muddy cream on a red brick 
background. like many medieval wall paintings it owes its sur-
vival now to overpainting with whitewash at the reformation, 
and the careful uncovering and retouching by a gifted amateur 
in the nineteenth century.
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viii  A People’s Church

it is not the very existence of  this painting that is shocking, 
but the sharpness and brutality of  its division between the saved 
and the damned, and the complexity of  its theological vision. 
Covering most of  the west wall, it is bisected vertically by the 
ladder of  salvation, and horizontally by a thick line dividing the 
blessed above, and the damned below. Below the line, devils 
torment figures representing the seven deadly sins, as souls 
tumble from the ladder into the fires below. Above the line, the 
saved are ministered to by angels, as Christ is figured spearing a 
prostrate satan. it is hard enough, in the twenty-first century, to 
imagine how anyone can have thought that such a vision of  the 
human condition would not have stirred deep revulsion in the 
minds of  those who saw it, entering the church all those centu-
ries ago when it was first painted. it is harder still to conceive of  a 
mental and spiritual world view so vivid and sharp in its contrast 
of  light and darkness, of  good and evil, which was yet almost 
universally accepted at the time as the world of  meaning within 
which all important decisions in life had to be constructed.

it would be easy to think that somehow this world view 
was inflicted on an unwilling population, or manipulated as a 
mechanism of  fear and control by a self-contained clerical elite, 
but that would be to adopt a thoroughly modern prejudice to 
analyse the beliefs of  our ancestors. For those – and they are of  
course many now – who have little or no affiliation with formal 
religious belief, often their understanding of  Christianity is 
shaped by a narrative that sees the Church as dedicated to pro-
moting intolerance and sexual repression or control, with a dark 
history of  covering up abuse and colluding in violence. That 
this has been the case at times in the past is undeniable. But the 
particular shape in which this narrative is cast today is a modern 
phenomenon, taking its lead from the assumption that religion, 
and the institutions which promote it, are at best simply one 
small subset of  the whole spectrum of  human ideas and activ-
ity, having little to do with knowledge of  the material world, 
and badly placed if  allowed to lay claim to anything outside the 
realm of  private, ‘inner’ or individual spiritual thoughts.
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 Preface: The Real History of  the Church of  England ix

For most of  the history of  Britain, this would have been a 
very peculiar way to see the world. until perhaps the mid- or 
late-nineteenth century – though for many a good deal later – 
there was little sense in which religion was simply an additional 
or optional feature of  life, a sort of  ‘and’ tacked on to whatever 
account one might give of  the material conditions in which lives 
were lived. This is not to say that you find, in the past, people 
doing nothing but talk about religion. But it was none the less 
so bound into their culture, values and beliefs that it would have 
made little sense for them to see it as anything other than the 
overarching framework in which they interpreted the world. 
it formed, then, something like a sort of  ‘common sense’ that 
lurked in the background of  all of  the decisions they had to 
make, the experiences they had, and the encounters that one 
way or another affected their lives. Biblical scholars sometimes 
speak of  the Sitz im Leben of  particular Biblical texts, that is, the 
life context in which specific teachings are expounded, and on 
which they depend. in a sense, that is precisely how we have to 
see the history of  religion: it is not separable from the rest of  
human society, but woven in and through it.

To understand the past, then, and the history of  religion, a 
considerable leap of  imagination is required. We cannot assume 
that the Church today is what it was in the eighteenth century, 
or in the sixteenth century, let alone in the eleventh. Trying to 
tell the history of  a single institution, the Church of  england, 
in the short compass of  a single book is a very tall order, and it 
really requires a constant attention to broader historical themes 
and trends – the changing Sitz im Leben – that help to shape and 
give form to the particular modes in which religious ideas and 
practices are expressed.

so the history of  the Church of  england cannot be told as 
if  it was a tale of  attenuation – as if  one can start from what 
the Church was say five centuries ago, and assume that it is 
simply much the same now, but reduced in following to a small 
minority of  the population. What it was then, in itself, is not 
the same as it is now, just as people’s expectations of  it, and 
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x  A People’s Church

their ideas about it, have changed dramatically since then. it is 
important to emphasise this from the outset, because believers 
and non-believers alike often collude in seeing the Church as 
unchanging: believers, because they like to stress the continu-
ity of  tradition over time, and it is tempting then to gloss over 
the massive changes that have occurred not only in society as a 
whole, but also internally, in what the Church is and believes; and 
non-believers, because it is convenient and easy to suppose that 
the Church that burned heretics at the stake is really the same 
institution underneath as the Church that runs food banks in the 
inner city today. Both views are essentially historical nonsense.

But there are continuities, none the less. When Chaldon 
was built, the community it served was tiny, poor – these down-
land parishes were almost all poor right up until the arrival of  
the railways – and far from higher ecclesiastical jurisdiction, its 
bishop sixty miles away in Winchester and the roads dreadful. 
For centuries, then, this tiny church must have seemed remote 
from the centre of  power. And yet here it is today, still used for 
worship. every sunday, a small congregation assembles here, 
twice in the morning. At the reformation, the old latin rite 
was discarded and the english rite of  the Book of  Common Prayer 
(BCP) adopted. Despite all the vicissitudes of  english religious 
history, up until recent times Chaldon church simply reflected 
the standard worship expected in the Church of  england. Then, 
like many parish churches, within the last half  century it has 
had to face a difficult choice over the style and content of  its 
worship, and so over whether or not it should hold to the tradi-
tional services of  the BCP or adopt more modern alternatives. 
like many churches, it has compromised – early morning BCP, 
with the traditional language addressing God as ‘Thou’, or, later 
in the morning, modern english language, with the hope that 
families will join in.

The change of  language – from the sixteenth century 
to the twenty-first century – implies a change in theological 
perspective, at least on the part of  the institution as a whole. 
And this is crucial. how the Church worships determines, or 
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signals, what it actually believes. Those who adhere to the tra-
ditional language of  the BCP, using the old forms of  worship 
for communion, or perhaps for morning or evening prayer, 
are expressing their most fundamental beliefs about the world 
– its making, its purpose, its guidance under God – in terms 
our sixteenth-century forebears would have recognised. Those 
who abandon those forms for modern language services almost 
invariably are accepting intrinsically modern ways of  seeing 
these things. of  course, individual believers do not necessarily 
see it that way themselves. They bring to every act of  worship a 
whole bundle of  values and preconceptions which may or may 
not find appropriate expression in the rite. But the rite itself  
captures and articulates certain ideas.

let us take just one, simple example. in the BCP service 
of  holy Communion there are several points – not just one – 
at which the believer throws himself  or herself  on the mercy 
of  God. The strongest of  these is the confession, in which we 
affirm that the remembrance of  our sins is ‘grievous unto us’ 
and the burden of  them ‘is intolerable’. This is strong, forthright 
language which, however, has almost completely disappeared 
from the modern rite, where we say (am i wrong to think this 
is couched in almost glib terms?), ‘We are heartily sorry and 
repent of  all our sins.’ There is something perfunctory, tran-
sitory and lacking in weight about that formula. And what it 
expresses, arguably, is a thoroughly modern awareness of  the 
relative lightness of  sins which, as we now know, all too often 
are almost forced on us by our nature, our genetics, our bio-
logical destiny, our upbringing and our life situations. We can 
apologise for these things, but they are not catastrophic – intol-
erable – as they were for our forebears.

Chaldon is just one of  well over 10,000 parish churches, 
dating back to the medieval period, which make up the Church 
of  england. more than most, perhaps, thinking about it sharp-
ens up the journey we have to make, in our imaginations, from 
the world view of  the middle Ages to now. And yet here this 
little parish church is, still just one tiny part of  an institution 
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that can, with some justification, claim to have tried to serve the 
english nation for over a thousand years.

The story of  the Church of  england as we know it now is 
the subject of  this book. it is a story often told through great 
figures, mostly men: the archbishops and bishops who led it; 
the thinkers who shaped its worship and ideas; the monarchs 
and politicians who influenced, manipulated, controlled and 
abused it; the architects and artists who built and adorned its 
churches; and the nobles and gentry who promoted and funded 
it. The story cannot be told well without them. And yet there is 
so much more to be said. The history of  the Church of  england 
is in a sense the history of  the people of  england, women and 
men, who for generations attended its services and made use 
of  its pastoral provision. And since its history is also a divided 
and divisive history, those people who were thrown out by it, or 
who rejected it themselves, are also part of  its history. in that 
sense, to tell the story of  the Church of  england is to tell the 
story of  a people’s Church, a Church that, at its inception in 
the sixteenth century as a ‘national Church’ freed from Papal 
jurisdiction, was practically coterminous with all the people of  
england, and which for centuries afterwards, even as that vision 
failed, conceived of  itself  none the less as the Church for all the 
english people, whether they liked it or not.

That, i hope, will go some way to explaining the approach i 
have adopted here, which is not only to summarise and update 
what will be, for some readers, a relatively familiar story, but 
to try to explain – even if  i can only do it through the briefest 
of  hints at times – just what this Church of  england meant to 
successive generations of  inhabitants. This is, then, i hope, a 
history not just of  monarchs, bishops, books and ideas, but of  
lived experience, of  Christianity encountered, shared and criti-
cised by the very people who were the mission objects of  the 
great. in practical terms, with a focus on the Church as it is now, 
i have had to leave to one side the story of  overseas and impe-
rial Anglicanism. i am all too conscious of  that omission, but 
to include them would have demanded an altogether different 
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book – and anyway there are other books, including the recent 
5-volume Oxford History of  Anglicanism, which do that superbly. i 
have included Wales, since it was an intrinsic part of  the Church 
of  england until the early twentieth century; but, consistent 
with my overall approach, i have not written about the Church 
in Wales since 1920.

one other controversial point is worth noting here. When 
did the Church of  england begin? For centuries, this is a question 
that has divided Catholics and Anglicans. The breach with rome 
in 1534 set the Church of  england apart from much of  Western 
Christianity, and put it on a different theological trajectory from 
rome. Not only theology, but also fundamental aspects of  local 
ecclesial culture disappeared or were dramatically changed in 
the sixteenth century. Above all, those who resisted the changes 
– traditionalists – eventually came to the conviction that the 
Church of  england was not part of  the universal Church, but 
an apostate or schismatic church; real continuity lay with rome.

As an Anglican priest, and a somewhat renegade Anglo-Cath-
olic at that, my sympathies are with those who prize continuity 
with the medieval Church. But there are practical reasons for 
beginning the narrative in the sixteenth century. The interna-
tional, integrated nature of  medieval Christendom makes it 
difficult to give a good account of  the english Church without 
keeping an eye constantly on Continental developments. A 
generous interpretation of  the middle Ages posits nearly a 
millennium from Augustine’s mission in the sixth century to 
Cardinal Wolsey’s fall on the eve of  the english reformation: 
that is a very long time to cover adequately in a single volume. 
even though just the five hundred years from henry Viii up 
to the present day have seen dramatic and far-reaching changes 
in the Church of  england, aspects of  its theology and practice 
established at the reformation have remained consistent: tol-
erance of  clerical marriage, and its corollary, non-compulsory 
celibacy; worship in the vernacular; aspects of  the relationship 
with the monarch and with Parliament; other aspects of  local 
parish law, to name but a few. These things do not by themselves 
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define what it means to be the Anglican Church today, but they 
do point to the preservation over time of  an ecclesial body that 
in important respects defines itself  differently from the medi-
eval Church. so i have taken that road, but with the addition 
of  an outline chapter showing how important elements of  the 
Church of  england’s identity and organisation were laid down 
in the medieval period, and persist up to the present. This will 
seem a fudge to some people, but i think it is defensible.

Finally, i am conscious that writing Church history almost 
inevitably invites speculation about the prejudices and com-
mitments of  the author. i do not want to hide mine, but i also 
do not want to give the impression that what i am presenting 
here is just another attempt at an Anglican apologetic. Above 
everything, i want to present a coherent narrative that explains 
how the Church of  england has come to be as it is, whatever its 
weaknesses as well as its strengths. Calling it a ‘people’s church’ 
is not meant to lay claim to a position of  assumed superiority 
denied to other Christian traditions, but just to highlight how 
the assumption that the Church of  england is the Church for 
england, and for the people of  england, has been central to 
much of  its history, and at the same time a measure of  how it 
has changed and, to an extent, failed.

This history ought to be one that non-believers can enjoy as 
much as believers. That, at least, is my hope. if  there is an under-
lying conviction, nevertheless, it is not specifically a religious 
one, but rather a conviction borne out of  history itself, and the 
study of  history, that the relative decline of  mainstream Chris-
tianity, and Christian practice, in our own time should not blind 
us to the impossibility of  understanding the history of  england 
and its people aright without attending to the history of  their 
religion.

There are many thanks i ought to record, and i cannot possibly 
include all those i should here. But i am particularly grateful 
to the late John Davey, the Profile commissioning editor who 
first approached me about this, and to Andrew Franklin for 
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taking up the baton when John died. my thanks also go to the 
excellent team at Profile with whom i’ve worked, including 
Penny Daniel, for going above and beyond. i am also grate-
ful to the Provost and Fellows of  King’s College, Cambridge, 
and the Fellows of  Trinity hall, Cambridge, for stimulation 
and appropriate goading over the years. Personal thanks must 
go to Andrew Arthur, the late James Atwell, Paul Avis, Franco 
Basso, Zoe Bennett, stephen Conway, Adrian Daffern, David 
erdos, Cally hammond, Alex hughes, Jamie hawkey, Alison 
hennegan, Tim Jenkins, heather Kilpatrick, Alex marr, Peter 
mcenhill, Charlotte methuen, rob mackley, George New-
lands, Bridget Nichols, John Pollard, Claire Potter (née Taylor), 
richard rex, Nick sagovsky, Jan schramm, Peter sedgwick, 
rowan strong (and remembering Gill, too), Peter Waddell and 
rowan Williams, for help with particular points or encourage-
ment in difficult times. i owe a different kind of  debt to the 
Friday congregation at st edward’s, and to little st mary’s. And 
above all my family – Alex, isobel, William and ursula, and my 
father, without whom …

Biblical quotations are, as much as possible, taken from the 
english versions that were current at the time of  use; that 
means, mostly, the Authorised Version, or King James Version, 
first published in 1611.
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PreluDe: CATholiC CeNTuries

When and how did the Church of  england begin? Was it in the 
reign of  henry Viii, at his will and catalysed by his desire for a 
divorce from Catherine of  Aragon? This book has conveniently 
followed that view. But henry himself, and his advisers, were 
at pains to suggest nothing of  the kind. The Act of  supremacy, 
passed by Parliament under heavy pressure from henry’s min-
ister Thomas Cromwell in 1534, effectively prised the english 
Church away from the Papacy by declaring the royal supremacy 
of  the Crown over the ordering of  Church affairs, substituting 
monarch for Pope. No claim to ecclesiastical novelty was made 
here, however. Although the preamble could not conceal the 
fact that something new was being declared – ‘be it enacted by 
authority of  this present Parliament’ – it implied complete con-
tinuity between the ancient english Church and the Church of  
england as it now was:

the King’s majesty justly and rightfully is and ought to be 
the supreme head … the King our sovereign lord, his 
heirs and successors kings of  this realm, shall be taken, 
accepted, and reputed the only supreme head in earth of  
the Church of  england called Anglicana Ecclesia.1

By repeating specifically the latin formulation Anglicana Eccle-
sia, the text was binding the newly separated Church to the 
history of  the Church in england over the preceding centuries. 
The phrase could be translated several other ways – Anglican 
Church, english Church, Church in england – but ‘Church 
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of england’ signalled the refusal of  any alternative, authorita-
tive conception of  the Christian Church for the realm. henry’s 
Church of  england was to be taken as the Church in england as 
it had been from time immemorial.

That was a plausible view. Abrogation of  the roman com-
munion did not imply, for henry, the repudiation of  the historic 
structures and order of  the Church. The territorial system of  
the Church – local parishes, organised into deaneries, arch-
deaconries and then dioceses, over each of  which a bishop 
presided, and finally into the two provinces of  Canterbury and 
york, headed respectively by the archbishops of  Canterbury and 
york – remained largely unchanged. unlike the reformation in 
northern Germany and Denmark, where the leadership of  the 
churches had to be forced out of  office, with the exception of  
a few malcontents (swiftly executed) the episcopate and other 
senior clergy accepted henry’s changes meekly enough. They 
had little choice. Churches and cathedrals remained largely 
untouched. At first, visible changes in parish churches and 
cathedrals were few. The Church of  england in the early years 
after 1534 looked and felt much as it would have done to earlier 
generations of  worshippers.

reforming theologians were keen to emphasise continuity, 
too, partly for pragmatic reasons: even minor changes could be 
controversial, and so, given the goal of  ‘settling’ religious disa-
greement in the wake of  reform, it was wise to stress how much 
remained the same once reform had done its work. But, above 
all, theologians really did believe they were doing nothing new. 
They were not ‘founding’ a new church, for that was impos-
sible. The Church had only one founder, Christ himself. The 
Church was Christ’s body on earth, his children – the faithful 
– members of  his body, not only in the merely instrumental 
or institutional sense of  ‘belonging’ to the organisation, but 
because they were, through baptism, incorporated into Christ’s 
visible body on earth. They were literally ‘members’ of  Christ, 
his limbs on earth. After all, had not st Paul himself  said, ‘For 
as we have many members in one body, and all members have 

People’s Church   2 03/02/2022   16:56



 Prelude: Catholic Centuries 3

not the same office: so we, being many, are one body in Christ, 
and every one members one of  another’; and again, ‘ye are the 
body of  Christ, and members in particular’?2 in practice, the 
english reformers were ambivalent about the medieval Church. 
it was in theory part of  the Church of  Christ. But it had become 
corrupted. The reformers could adopt and glory in some of  the 
saints of  the medieval Church. But at the same time they could 
conveniently put its defects, its weaknesses, down to human sin, 
and even to the work of  satan himself.

But these practical and theological notions of  continuity 
could not hide the fact that a sharp break in england’s religious 
identity was engineered by the Tudor monarchs in the sixteenth 
century. The failure of  the Protestant movement outside north-
ern europe – or, to put it another way, the sheer institutional 
durability of  the roman Catholic Church – ensured that the 
idea that there was only one possible way of  conceiving of  the 
Christian Church in england could never finally take hold. But 
in the early sixteenth century, this was far from clear. especially 
on the ground, in the localities, as ordinary english people 
went about their business, even the really substantial changes 
in worship and practice that were under way did not altogether 
displace the sense that the local church continued to occupy 
much the same place in local life as it had in previous centu-
ries. The english peasantry and yeomanry, plodding to church 
through the wind and rain in those long, damp winters, would 
have noticed the transformation of  the church interior, the loss 
of  shrines, changes in the services themselves, perhaps with 
bewilderment, but they were still going to the same building, 
week in, week out, under the direction of  a priest who contin-
ued to see himself  as their moral and spiritual overseer.

This apparent continuity of  experience did not necessarily 
reflect a deep continuity of  piety, or of  the shape and content 
of  religious experience. People and ideas, after all, change over 
time – that may be an obvious enough comment, but it bears 
repetition constantly as we try to sift through and compare 
the religious experiences of  the people of  england over the 
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centuries. even by the end of  the sixteenth century, let alone 
the seventeenth or eighteenth or nineteenth centuries and even 
later, english popular religion was very different in its doctri-
nal content and its religious practice from the popular piety of  
the middle Ages. None the less, what we might call the ‘pre-
history’ of  the Church of  england left its mark on the Tudor 
Church, and continues to shape it to some extent even today. it 
is well beyond the scope of  this book to do anything more than 
give a brief  outline of  leading processes and features of  the first 
thousand years of  Christianity in england, but something must 
be said to describe a number of  features which subsequently 
affected the history of  the Church of  england.

We have to begin by reckoning with the gradual and piece-
meal nature of  the conversion of  england to Christianity from 
the end of  the sixth century. until then, little probably survived 
of  Christian rome. even with the enormous advances in archae-
ology of  the last half  century (particularly rescue archaeology), 
the real impact of  the Christianisation of  the roman empire 
on the province of  Britannia remains elusive. We can assume 
that by the departure of  the legions in the early fifth century 
there were churches – basilicas – in the major towns, and that 
the new faith was making headway in the population at large, 
gradually displacing other cults. But much, if  not most, of  this 
growth was depleted by the Anglo-saxon invasions. historians 
differ over whether we have to assume a catastrophic, conquest 
model of  settlement by the Germanic peoples, or whether the 
likely process was gradual, characterised more by assimilation. 
The outcome for Christianity, however, was not much in doubt. 
By the sixth century, the Christian Church had been forced to 
the margins of  the British isles, and had virtually disappeared in 
the myriad kingdoms established by the invaders in the regions 
that would eventually become the kingdom of  england.

so, when Augustine landed at Thanet in 597, with a mandate 
from Pope Gregory to bring the Gospel to the people apparently 
called the ‘Angles’, there was probably little of  an active cultus of  
Christianity to be encountered on the ground in most areas. it is 
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true that the single most important source we have for the con-
version – the Venerable Bede’s remarkable Ecclesiastical History 
of  the English People, as it is usually titled (the latin again is per-
tinent, because Bede really says ‘of  the people of  the Angles’) 
– probably exaggerated the challenges facing Augustine, and the 
corresponding success of  his mission. Bede was writing over a 
century after Augustine’s arrival, and in the northern kingdom 
of  Northumbria, but he drew on documents and oral traditions 
which derived from the mission itself. The Germanic kingdoms 
traded with the continent of  europe, and thus Christian beliefs, 
Christian traders, and even some Christian books, almost cer-
tainly made their way across the Channel. Probably the power 
and authority of  the Continental Church – Augustine’s mission 
loosely coincided with the rise of  the Frankish empire – was 
a significant incentive to Anglo-saxon royalty and notables to 
convert. But Bede casts the process of  conversion more dramati-
cally in terms of  a cosmological struggle between the truth and 
might of  the Christian God, and the impotence of  the Nordic 
deities: Augustine and his accompanying monks came, Bede 
says, ‘not armed with the force of  the devil but with the strength 
of  God’.3

looming large in Bede’s account are saints and miracles, 
extraordinary men and women wielding divine power through 
their extraordinary actions. he never loses an opportunity to 
draw the widest possible conclusions from the stories he had 
heard of  healing by the intercession of  the saints. After the death 
in the late seventh century of  ethelburga, founding abbess of  
the double monastery at Barking, for example, her successor 
hildilid received a blind woman who was the wife of  an Anglo-
saxon noble; this woman, having been led into ethelburga’s 
burial ground by her maids and fallen on her knees and prayed, 
rose up to discover she had recovered her sight: ‘she lost the 
light of  this world only for this end, that she might shew by her 
healing how great the light and what grace of  mighty working 
[it] is that Christ’s saints have in heaven’.4

Christianity as Bede conceived it was not only a system of  
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belief  and a moral philosophy, then: it was a wonder-working 
technology, a practice with experts, received knowledge and 
conditions of  success or failure that could both replace pagan 
rituals and occult techniques and provide reassurance and relief  
from suffering for those who submitted to the Gospel. And so 
it remained for centuries. Christianity proved almost infinitely 
adaptable: its monotheism, its sacred scriptures, its ecclesiastical 
hierarchy, its monastic traditions and learning, gave it an almost 
unrivalled power of  assimilation to the aims of  early medieval 
rulers; but its local saints and their miraculous powers, and the 
monks, nuns and clergy who actually carried its message into 
the settlements of  england, meant that it shaped itself  also to 
the land and to the people who worked it.

over a period of  several centuries, despite the Danish incur-
sions, and despite conflict between the saxon kingdoms, and the 
death of  Christian monarchs such as oswald of  Northumbria 
(in around 641) and edmund of  east Anglia (killed by the Danes 
in 869), Christianity fitfully but persistently came to dominate 
the kingdom finally united by the great Athelstan in 927. Pagan-
ism was gradually supplanted, not so much in a campaign of  
persecution and suppression as in a dual process of  local mission 
and the conversion of  the elites. Pope Gregory’s instructions to 
mellitus, the first bishop of  london and companion of  Augus-
tine, preserved by Bede, point to a more subtle approach than 
simple suppression. he urged that

the temples of  the idols … ought not to be broken; but the 
idols alone which be in them; that holy water be made and 
sprinkled about the same temples, altars builded, and relics 
placed: for if  the said temples be well built, it is needful 
that they be altered from the worshiping of  devils into the 
service of  the true God.5

Thus the continuity of  sacred sites ensured that in many places 
rhythms of  worship retained some familiarity, despite the impact 
of  the new faith. in the north, midlands and east, under the 
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impact of  the Danish invasions, monasteries were destroyed, 
and much of  the established diocesan structure of  the Church 
severely attenuated, but on the ground, even here, the fitful, 
patchy nature of  the Danish settlement meant that Christianity 
itself  was not eradicated, and reasserted itself  forcefully after 
the defeat and conversion of  the Danes in the tenth and eleventh 
centuries.

By the time of  the Norman Conquest, the Christianisa-
tion of  england had long been completed. A residue of  Nordic 
pagan beliefs remained in some place names – Wednesbury, or 
‘Woden’s hill’, in staffordshire, for example – and in language 
in common use, including the names of  the days of  the week, 
such as Wednesday. examples of  scandinavian art and mythol-
ogy survive in the stone crosses erected at various places in the 
north of  england, though even here the very fact that these 
were crosses is testimony, as one authority has said, ‘that those 
who set them up were in their own eyes Christians.’6 There was 
no ‘underground’ pagan tradition surviving in any meaningful 
sense, contrary to what some writers were to claim centuries 
later, though an imprint of  non-Christian practices and beliefs 
may have survived in popular or ‘folk’ traditions and magical 
practices, fused with overtly Christian ideas.7

if  the shape of  medieval Christianity was influenced by the 
very processes of  interaction with pagan beliefs that character-
ised the conversion of  england, the other key ‘boundary’ was 
with an alternative version of  Christianity itself, the Celtic one. 
Today, this is all too often pictured as an ecologically aware, 
tolerant, anti-hierarchical alternative to the imperial Christian-
ity of  the Papacy. But that is a travesty of  the truth. Celtic or 
‘irish’ Christianity professed allegiance to the Papacy, and it was 
a strenuous, ascetical form of  the faith every bit as indebted to 
wonder-working as were Augustine’s monks and their succes-
sors. its seeming distinct identity from the mission of  Augustine 
was as much as anything a product of  historical accident: it was 
the form of  the faith left in the more remote parts of  Britain 
after the Germanic tribes settled in the fifth and sixth centuries. 
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But it preserved local traditions and structures of  authority that 
set it apart from much of  the rest of  Christian europe and, to 
those trying to establish a strong, united Church in england, it 
posed something of  a complication.

Admittedly, at first glance, the differences do not seem such 
as to matter all that much. The most notorious of  them – again 
here we are almost entirely dependent on Bede – was a disagree-
ment between the roman Church and the irish over the dating 
of  easter, a far from trivial matter, since it meant that there were 
some years when Christians from different traditions in the same 
kingdoms could not celebrate together the most important fes-
tival of  the Church’s year; in this situation, as one historian has 
pointed out, ‘What did the unity of  Christians mean?’8 According 
to Bede, from the very beginning of  Augustine’s mission, there 
were difficulties, as he records a bitter confrontation between 
Augustine and seven irish bishops, in which they refused to cel-
ebrate easter on the same date, to celebrate the sacrament of  
baptism according to the roman practice, to preach the Gospel 
to the english, or to recognise his authority as archbishop.9 But 
Bede may well have embellished this story, or at least unduly 
emphasised it, for in the next half  century there is relatively little 
evidence of  conflict, and plenty of  evidence of  cooperation and 
coexistence.10 The roman missionaries were more than happy 
to acknowledge, as Bede does himself, the learning and sanc-
tity of  the great irish monasteries at iona and lindisfarne, and 
the importance of  many of  the irish saints. Dynastic rivalries in 
the kingdom of  Northumbria almost certainly had a key role 
in crystallising the conflict, which was brought to a close effec-
tively by the great synod of  Whitby in 664, at which the irish 
bishops agreed to end their separate custom of  easter, and to 
accept in full the roman tradition and the roman jurisdiction.

however complicated and protracted the conversion of  
early medieval england may have been, what features of  the 
english medieval Church is it particularly important to empha-
sise, looking towards the reformation? in an all too brief  survey, 
i would pick out four points as especially important, if  we leave 
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to one side, that is, the one point effectively resolved at Whitby 
– the roman communion. First was the institution of  monasti-
cism. This was central to both the irish and roman missions. 
Augustine’s missionaries were all monks. it was the monaster-
ies which, over the centuries, not only preserved and developed 
learning, but which supplied most of  the leaders of  the Church, 
and many of  its best-known and best-loved saints. The monaster-
ies of  northern england and the midlands suffered depredation 
and destruction during the Danish invasions, but in the wake of  
the unification of  the kingdom of  england monasticism once 
again thrived.

if  it seems puzzling to us that monasticism was such an 
asset for early and medieval Christianity, it is worth reflecting on 
just why the three-fold oath of  poverty, chastity and obedience 
should have proved so durable. monks – and later nuns – were 
poor, living in community, working to support themselves, or 
(as in the later mendicant orders) dependent on the charity of  
others; they were, in other words, cheap. They did not have the 
ties or distractions of  family and of  a settled life; their lives were 
dedicated first and foremost to God. They were committed. 
And finally, they were utterly at the disposal of  the hierarchy, 
or at least of  the Pope, and bound to a disciplined way of  life. 
They could be sent wherever they were needed. The religious 
orders were the shock troops of  Christian mission in the early 
centuries.

second was the very shape and content of  popular piety. 
Texts played a considerable part in the world of  medieval Chris-
tianity: the liturgies through which services were conducted 
and the sacraments celebrated, the chants sung as accompa-
niment, commentaries on the scriptures, theological treatises 
and commentaries, were all preserved in monastic libraries, and 
later in the collections of  the collegiate institutions of  oxford 
and Cambridge, all carefully copied out, generation after gen-
eration. Above all, at the heart of  the faith was the book itself, 
the Bible.

But the world of  the faithful was not really a religion of  
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written texts at all, but a world of  the imagination, a world of  
intense and vivid pictures, of  customs and sacred rituals, of  local 
traditions, of  action. literacy was almost non-existent in many 
parishes, especially in rural communities. sometimes even the 
parish clergy themselves were barely literate. The Christian 
world view was a narrative of  creation, fall and redemption, 
pictured on the walls and windows of  church interiors, and in 
the stories told by the clergy. supremely it was a local, practi-
cal world, in which the central narrative of  Jesus’s birth, death 
and resurrection was filled out with an elaborate subculture 
of  saints. saints were an access point to the divine, bringing 
God’s blessing into particular areas of  life. There were saints 
for almost every conceivable form of  misfortune, for every 
economic activity, for every stage of  life. in pre-Conquest Corn-
wall, for example, local Celtic saints such as endellion, Petroc 
and Winwaloe abounded in church dedications, though they 
were often later suppressed or marginalised in favour of  more 
universal Catholic figures.11

Pivotal was mary, Jesus’s mother, celebrated in songs and 
poetry, in church dedications, and in popular myth. Dedications 
to mary easily outpaced those to all other patron saints in much 
of  medieval england. some 235 monasteries founded after 1066 
were dedicated to mary; the next largest category was Peter and 
Paul, with 49.12 in Devon there were 79 church dedications to 
mary; again, the next largest group was Peter and Paul, with 
40.13 elsewhere this was not always so – in the diocese of  Carl-
isle, for example, it seems mary came behind both michael and 
Cuthbert.14 Wells and shrines were often associated with par-
ticular saints, sacralising particular places but also marking the 
source of  prayer and healing. Wayside crosses, especially in the 
bleak upland territories of  northern england and Wales, could 
mark significant religious sites, or pilgrimage routes, or even – 
as in the land around romaldkirk in the northern Pennines – a 
‘corpse route’ along which bodies were taken for burial.15 Pil-
grimages, which became increasingly popular from the twelfth 
century, reinforced this sacralisation of  place. in this world of  
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popular devotion the boundary between the sacred and the 
secular was far less complete, less visible than it is today.

Third, we have to reckon with the evolution of  the english 
state, and its sometimes tense and difficult relationship with 
rome. it is easy to exaggerate the conflict of  Crown and 
Papacy, as Protestant historians did for generations, so that they 
could cast england’s medieval history as an inevitable precur-
sor to henry Viii’s break from rome. england was as faithful 
a member of  the Papal communion as were any of  the king-
doms, principalities, city states or empires of  europe. But there 
were none the less features of  this relationship that bear some 
discussion. Almost uniquely in western europe, england was, 
from the tenth century onwards, a consolidated realm under 
one monarch. its relationships with its closest neighbours – the 
scottish kingdoms, the principality of  Wales and ireland – were 
fraught with conflict for hundreds of  years, and the english 
kings’ general claim to overlordship perilous. And it would 
be premature to speak of  england as a ‘nation’: government 
was not really centralised for centuries; there is little evidence 
english people thought of  themselves as ‘one people’ until the 
sixteenth century. it would be easy to take John of  Gaunt’s 
speech in Richard II (written in the mid-1590s) as a sign of  an 
ancient national consciousness – ‘This royal throne of  kings, 
this scepter’d isle, this earth of  majesty … this blessed plot, this 
earth, this realm, this england’16 – but of  course shakespeare 
was simply appealing to an elizabethan audience just a few 
years after the defeat of  the spanish Armada, and there is little 
evidence of  anything like so complete and formed a sense of  
national destiny much earlier than that.

None the less, that england was one realm, under one 
monarch, for hundreds of  years before the sixteenth century, 
and an island realm at that, arguably made it more persuasive 
for later generations to claim a long prehistory of  Church–
state tensions than would otherwise have been the case. henry 
Viii’s anti-Papal legislation could draw on a cumulative history 
of  conflict between the english Crown and rome over many 
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centuries. henry i resisted the attempts of  Popes early in the 
twelfth century to claim the power to appoint bishops and 
abbots in england; a compromise allowed the king to demand 
homage and obedience for secular duties, the Papacy for spir-
itual. henry ii, notoriously, allowed the murder of  Thomas 
Becket, archbishop of  Canterbury and former Chancellor, after 
Becket had defended the autonomy of  Church law. in the four-
teenth century, successive monarchs, again attempting to curtail 
the rights and privileges of  the Church, sponsored statutes of  
Praemunire which resisted the exercise of  overseas jurisdictions, 
including the Papacy, in england. All of  these events provided 
useful precedents for henry Viii’s lawyers and theologians. 
moreover, it was easy to argue that the Papacy had claimed too 
much power and authority for itself. Protestant controversialists 
were able to point to significant moments in the evolution of  the 
Papacy at which its authority and status were definitely being 
enhanced. The summit of  this elevation of  Papal authority was 
Boniface’s assertion, in the Papal bull Unam Sanctam in 1302, that 
even temporal authority was exercised under the authority of  
the Pope, and that it ‘it is altogether necessary to salvation for 
every human creature to be subject to the roman pontiff ’.17

These claims were never universally accepted in the Western 
Church. The conciliar movement of  the fourteenth and fif-
teenth centuries set out an alternative vision of  authority in 
the Church, in which jurisdiction was not centred on a single 
point in rome but shared with the bishops of  the whole Catho-
lic Church.18 The decisive defeat of  the conciliar argument by 
Pius ii in 1460 ended the possibility that the Western Church 
might reshape itself  according to a vision of  ecclesial authority 
that might just, possibly, have staved off  even the reformation 
itself. on the eve of  the reformation, then, there was not one 
idea of  Papal authority throughout the latin West, but several: 
a theoretically absolute concept, enshrined in certain texts, was 
challenged by various theologians who none the less accepted 
the concept of  Papal primacy itself; secular rulers accepted the 
authority of  rome, but not without reservations.
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Perhaps the final feature of  medieval Christianity that is worth 
emphasising at this point is in some ways the most enduring of  
all – its local, territorial organisation. This has proved one of  the 
most abiding features of  the Church of  england. By the elev-
enth century its main outlines were in place. The whole realm 
of  england, and in time Wales, was covered by a hierarchy of  
three geographical units. At the very top were the two provinces 
of  Canterbury and york, the former by far the larger of  the two, 
and each headed by an archbishop or primate. The archbishops 
were powerful figures in medieval government, but the prov-
ince as such was probably the least significant of  the three levels, 
so far as the organisation and management of  the Church in the 
localities was concerned.

underneath the provinces were dioceses, by the early six-
teenth century seventeen of  them in the province of  Canterbury 
and five in york’s. The dioceses varied enormously in size and 
wealth: the huge northern diocese of  york, which covered all 
of  modern yorkshire, contrasted with the relatively small area 
covered by london. But london was the seat of  power, populous 
and rich, and the bishop of  london came third in the hierarchy 
of  the Church after the archbishops of  Canterbury and york. 
The diocese was an ancient form. it reflected the central impor-
tance of  the figure of  the bishop in the evolution of  Christianity 
in its early centuries. Bishops were the chief  executive officers of  
the Church, its generals or commanders of  divisions, if  you like. 
They were akin to the great lords, wielding significant influence 
and trusted as royal advisers – hence their inclusion in the great 
councils that were the origin of  our Parliament. it was the bishop 
of  the diocese who oversaw, and was responsible for, all the local 
organisation of  the church. Nothing captures this more force-
fully than the tradition encapsulated even today in the Church 
of  england’s canon law. Canon C18, ‘of  diocesan bishops’, is cast 
in language that goes back to the first formulation of  the english 
canons in the early seventeenth century, but its theological prin-
ciples are older still: the bishop is ‘the chief  pastor of  all that are 
within his diocese, as well laity as clergy, and their father in God’. 
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From this flows the common understanding, actively contested 
today by some Anglicans, that the bishop is the chief  priest of  
the diocese, and that all clergy hold their ministries as from him 
(or her). But this is only to put in words that are theologically 
loaded – it is the word ‘priest’ that is particularly controversial 
here, as some Anglicans think it an inappropriate adoption of  
the sacrificial, Aaronic idea of  the priesthood of  Judaism – some-
thing the canon proceeds to lay out a few clauses further on: 
‘every bishop is, within his diocese, the principal minister, and 
to him belongs the right … of  conducting, ordering, controlling, 
and authorising all services in churches, chapels …’19

At the heart of  the diocese was the cathedral, which was the 
principal church of  the diocese because it contained the seat 
of  the bishop, the cathedra – the place, in other words, where 
the bishop would sit during the liturgy, and where his author-
ity as principal minister was therefore symbolised. From the 
bishop, with his various assistants, and from the cathedral, with 
its clergy, flowed the jurisdiction through which the affairs of  
the diocese were governed. Clergy were licensed, corrected, 
encouraged, inspected, and their churches regulated, by the 
bishop and his staff.

But it was the parish, the most basic local level of  territorial 
organisation, which represented the horizon of  most ordinary 
worshippers. some Anglicans like to parade the myth that the 
parish system is the heart of  the Church of  england, and that 
it represents a distinct, almost uniquely Anglican concept of  
pastoral ministry. But there is nothing uniquely Anglican about 
the parish. scots Presbyterians have parishes. so do Continental 
lutherans, as do Catholics in spain, italy and France. The parish 
is simply the local unit of  ecclesiastical administration reflecting 
the settled condition Western Christianity achieved in the early 
middle Ages. The powers and responsibilities of  parishes vary 
from country to country, but the basic idea of  an area for which 
a priest with a church is pastorally responsible is practically uni-
versal in europe.

in england and Wales the parish system largely came into 
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being almost a thousand years ago, after several centuries of  
development.20 By the later saxon period the earlier practice 
of  establishing ‘minster’ churches in or near larger local com-
munities, with smaller satellite churches (the parochiae of  the 
‘mother’ church) in outlying localities – a practice never uni-
versally implemented in england anyway – was giving way to 
the almost inevitable pressure from specific communities to 
support their own church building under the direct authority of  
the bishop.21 The geography of  parishes – their size, distribution 
and shape – was influenced by many factors, including popula-
tion density, terrain and the local economy. Village communities 
defined themselves over time through their parish boundaries. 
Civic and religious responsibilities overlapped; clergy and parish 
officers were often the only local government officials people 
might encounter in person.

At the reformation, as we shall see, little of  this was to 
change, despite radical changes in doctrine and worship. The 
local pattern of  parish organisation was mostly complete in 
england by the eleventh century; we know this from the picture 
presented by the Domesday Book, that great survey of  english 
society commissioned by William i in the wake of  the Conquest. 
Chaldon, in the county of  surrey, is listed as simply having one 
church to go with its two ‘ploughlands’, or land for two ploughs, 
for example.22 That pattern has remained largely in place right 
up to the present. its greatest challenge came with the industri-
alisation and rapid urbanisation of  the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries. Victorian churches litter the urban landscape today 
because they were needed to cater for rapidly growing urban 
communities. But in the countryside, the greatest concentra-
tion of  parish churches by the sixteenth century was in a broad 
band of  the country stretching from the south-west, through 
the south midlands across to encompass the south-east and 
eastern england, and running up to the lincolnshire Wolds and 
the Vale of  york. here, in the great areas of  medieval prosper-
ity, and especially those of  the wool trade, village communities 
were thick on the ground, and their churches with them. That 
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is why today the Church of  england struggles to care for the 
hundreds of  medieval buildings scattered across predominantly 
rural diocese such as Norwich, ely, lincoln and somerset, when 
the village communities they serve, never large, have dwindled 
in size in the modern period.

it is important to remember, too, that in most situations the 
parish church was the one stone structure enduring through 
the centuries. local communities poured their money into the 
building and adornment of  churches. especially in the wealthier 
regions, churches were extended, rebuilt, complicated through 
the addition of  chantry chapels, and decorated ever more elabo-
rately with wall paintings and stained glass. sometimes this was 
because greater space was needed; but often it must have been 
because the building itself  was a standing testimony to the faith 
and wealth of  its benefactors. The great ‘marsh’ churches of  
the east Anglian fenlands, for example, are unlikely ever to have 
been full. The glorious structure that is Walpole st Peter, west 
of  King’s lynn – ‘the finest of  all’, according to John Betjeman 
– stood in a prosperous but relatively small community, even 
by the mid-nineteenth century having a population of  just over 
1,300, and a sunday attendance at church probably of  around 
240, for a building that could hold well over twice that number.23 
Churches were not built simply as vessels to hold specified 
numbers of  people, but as symbols of  their place in the hearts 
and minds of  their people.

here, however, a complication did arise that has remained 
a feature of  the Church of  england. Who appointed the parish 
priest? in some parishes, it was the bishop himself. in others, 
it was either a monastery or, in a few cases, a wealthy layman 
who had funded the building of  a church. That, at least, was the 
theory. The parish priest so appointed ‘ruled’ his parish: he was 
the ‘rector’ of  it. he was entitled to draw a ‘tithe’ (ostensibly 
a tenth in value) from the produce of  the land of  the parish to 
support himself; he could also farm his own land, or rather the 
land that belonged to the parish church, the ‘glebe’. he might, 
particularly in more affluent areas, also levy a small charge for 
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marriages, baptisms and funerals, or perhaps for saying masses 
for the souls of  dead parishioners and their families. in other 
words, clergy had income, and that opened up the possibil-
ity of  patrons acquiring for themselves the ‘rectorial’ benefits 
of  a parish, and appointing someone vicariously (a ‘vicar’) to 
do the duty of  the parish – say the services, carry out pastoral 
functions – for a fraction of  the income, the balance of  course 
going to the patron. later in the middle Ages, when the power 
to appoint – the patronage – could be bought and sold as a piece 
of  property, called an ‘advowson’, it became possible for one 
man to hold several parishes at once, whether as rector or vicar, 
and to appoint a ‘perpetual curate’ to do the duty, again usually 
for a fraction of  the income. At the reformation, this system 
was to become massively imbalanced in favour of  wealthy laity, 
with the dissolution of  the monasteries and the transfer of  their 
property, including their patronage, to the Crown, nobles and 
gentry.

however the parish priest was appointed and funded, by the 
late middle Ages the parish system was well established across 
england and Wales, and pretty much all the evidence suggests 
it functioned well. like all human organisations, theory could 
be at odds with practice. if, on the surface, the system seemed 
to offer the prospect of  a rough parity between village com-
munities in the way the Church was constituted and supported, 
in practice there were rich and poor parishes, large and small 
churches, pious and devout clergy and lazy, inept or corrupt 
clergy, energetic and committed laity and indifferent and idle 
laity. But the ubiquitous presence of  medieval churches, their 
evolution as complex sacred spaces displaying in their art a rich 
and sophisticated world of  belief, and the ardour with which, 
right up to the reformation, people were pouring money into 
their improvement and extension, all suggest a system that had 
developed successfully to cater for the spiritual needs of  the 
population.
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