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Introduction






In his seminal analysis of eighteenth-century English politics, The Origins of Political Stability: England 1675–1725, J.H. Plumb in fact devotes a large portion of his discussion to instability.1 Only the last chapter really focusses on political stability. As the chief culprit in the often-chaotic political scene after the Glorious Revolution, Plumb points to the Triennial Act of 1694 and the impact that law had on parliamentary elections. Prior to the Triennial Act, parliaments met infrequently and their sessions endured for long stretches. For instance, the Cavalier Parliament lasted from 1661 to 1679. Parliamentary elections cost considerable sums of money to those seeking to fill a seat, frequently a member of the aristocracy attempting gain a seat for a family member or retainer. Yet, men willingly spent large amounts if they could hold that seat for a significant period of time. The Triennial Act upended that. Now with elections held every three years, the cost of electioneering became prohibitive. For a brief period, from 1694 until the repeal of the Triennial Act in 1716, parliamentary elections were fought not so much on the basis of cash, but also on political policies put forward by the Whigs and the Tories.2


Parliament’s refusal to renew the Licensing Act in 1695 proved another factor, intensifying unrest. Publishers could still suffer penalties for seditious libel but only after the fact. Prior censorship by the government ended, opening the floodgates to broadsides, pamphlets and books dealing with controversial subject matter not possible before. While issues involving the wars, taxation, or other secular issues received coverage in this onslaught of publications, a large volume of material regarding ecclesiastical issues swamped the booksellers. Although a few non-clerics produced polemical material pertaining to the Church, for the most part the controversialists were all clergymen educated at Oxford or Cambridge. Only a small number were Dissenters, often responding to direct attacks by Anglican authors. The Dissenters, excluded from public life, found most of these disputes within the Church of England irrelevant unless it directly impinged on them. Their concern focused on the disabilities imposed by the Test and Corporation Acts, not an issue which bothered most Anglicans, unless violated by Dissenters. Nearly all clerical writers focussed on defending their respective political positions on issues involving the Church or refuting the arguments of the opposition.3 These authors regarded their efforts as warfare against their ‘infidel’ Anglican opponents.4 They only concerned themselves with the Dissenters when they exploited the ploy of occasional conformity to bypass the strictures of the Test Act or in general to portray them as traitorous descendants of the Puritans.


A significant amount of the propaganda focussed on the conduct and concomitant costs of the wars against France under William III and Queen Anne. Whigs and Tories also differed in their support for the primacy of Parliament or the Crown. Yet, much of the debate also centred on issues involving the Church of England, a topic especially significant for the Tories. They attacked William for what they perceived as his callous treatment of the Nonjurors (those clergy who refused to take the oath of allegiance to William and Mary in 1689), his favouritism shown towards his Dutch (and Calvinist) favourites and his eagerness to grant toleration to Dissenters. Whigs, on the other hand, regarded many of the lower clergy as crypto-Jacobites. They also had great fear of the threat of Catholicism and ‘Popery’, accusing the Tories of demonstrating undue support for them.5 The Tories anticipated the accession of Queen Anne as Supreme Governor who would be, they believed, a staunch defender of the Established Church and supporter of their agenda. Yet, as this analysis will demonstrate, they would be sorely disappointed. While Anne sympathised in many regards with their concerns, she recognised that there were also other forces at work that limited her freedom. Although the queen was a strong individual, she could not always withstand the robust winds blowing from either side. Thus, the political battles that marked her reign thwarted her efforts to defend the Church of England.


This monograph examines that relationship between the queen, church leaders, and politicians during her reign. Throughout this time, Anne’s piety and devotion to the Church of England guided her political decisions. Her speeches always emphasised her determination to protect the Church of England and the universities, the training ground for future clergy.6 Although she favoured the Tories as defenders of the Established Church, she and her closest political and religious advisors preferred to follow a path of moderation rather than a radical course advocated by more strident Tories. Extremists of both parties sought to gain the upper hand and dominate the government. At the beginning of the reign, the Tories, believing the queen strongly supported them, attempted to reverse the policies of her predecessor, especially with regards to the Dissenters. Sidney Godolphin, the Lord High Treasurer (1702–10), wary of Tory support for the war effort, increasingly turned to the Whigs. The Whigs, however, demanded that positions in the government and the Church be filled with their party’s adherents. At first, the queen resisted this pressure; then she attempted to compromise by granting favours to the Tories and the Whigs.


This compromise did not suit the Whigs, who insisted on complete domination of the government. The Tory Churchmen used tactics to weaken the Whig grip – including claims that the Church was in danger – which failed to dislodge them; war fatigue finally did. The Whigs also fell as the result of attempting to prosecute a fanatical Tory. The Tories did carry out many of the schemes they had previously failed to accomplish and but could only appoint one Tory zealot to the Bishops’ Bench in the House of Lords. Nevertheless, their efforts were soon overturned after the queen’s death. To the very end, the queen played a pivotal role in church affairs, although at times a weakened one. While the arguments advanced by both parties claimed to be in support of the Church, in reality they were aimed at advancing their political positions. Throughout her reign, therefore, ecclesiastical politics consistently played a central role.


The political struggles involving the Church considered in this monograph have received treatment by other historians, but none have focussed exclusively on the central role ecclesiastical politics played throughout Anne’s reign. Many church leaders have been the subject of biographies – for instance, Thomas Tenison, Archbishop of Canterbury; John Sharp, Archbishop of York; William Wake, Bishop of Lincoln; Edmund Gibson, Bishop of London; Nathanial Crewe, Bishop of Durham; Francis Atterbury, Bishop of Rochester; Benjamin Hoadly, later Bishop of Winchester; Sir Jonathan Trelawny, Bishop of Exeter; White Kennett, Bishop of Peterborough; and William Nicolson, Bishop of Carlisle – but each biographer discussed the political activities of their subjects (some even passing quickly over them) while not presenting their activities in a broader context.7 Geoffrey Holmes has produced a comprehensive study of the politics of Queen Anne’s reign; but ecclesiastical matters, although examined, often took a back seat to the secular concerns of the politicians. Likewise, W.A. Speck has demonstrated the role of party in the constituencies and analyses the role ecclesiastical issues played in electioneering. James O. Richards also explains the use of propaganda in election politics and reveals the extent church issues played, especially in the election of 1705. Yet, neither account explains how these issues played out in national politics following the elections.8


More recent works have also acknowledged the political involvement of the Anglican clergy but without much depth. W.M. Jacobs’ work on the clerical profession covers a broad expanse of its responsibilities but barely mentions the profession’s activities in Parliament or Convocation.9 Another volume that covers an equally vast period, volume two of The Oxford History of Anglicanism (edited by Jeremy Gregory), also gives scant attention to the political battles described here. Grant Tapsell’s essay regarding the Church of England from 1662 to 1714 does emphasise the persistent divisions within the Church of England since 1660 but, because of the scope of the essay, he fails to provide much depth.10 More surprisingly, J.C.D. Clark’s piece on ‘Church, Parties, and Politics’ claims that the historians’ ‘dominant assumption’ of the eighteenth-century church ‘from Norman Sykes onwards, was generally depicted as consensual, unified, and moderate, pursuing its pastoral tasks with more or less efficiency … but without the profound divisions suffered by its Victorian descendants’.11 While this assertion might hold true later in the eighteenth century, it seems a remarkably erroneous description of the reign of Queen Anne. Clark then devotes the remainder of his discussion to the nature of the church parties, providing definitions for the High Church, the Low Church, and the Latitudinarians and Broad Church, depending on quotations from contemporaries. He devotes almost no attention beyond that to the political activities in which those parties engaged.12


Two books that put these controversies in their aesthetic context – John Hone, Literature and Party Politics at the Accession of Queen Anne and James Anderson Winn, Queen Anne: Patroness of Arts – provide aspects of these ecclesiastical squabbles in a light not often presented by traditional church historians. For instance, Hone explains that broadsides produced in the 1702 election campaigns often used recycled woodcuts to lower the cost of publication. Authors could then produce large numbers of professional looking pamphlets on the cheap to enhance their publications’ trustworthiness. He also demonstrates how Jacobite propagandists prepared their texts in ways that the reader could interpret in a variety of ways, giving the author deniability that he trafficked in treason.13 Winn describes the literary contributions to the campaign against occasional conformity.14


Nevertheless, none of the above works broadly analyse the central role ecclesiastical politics played during Anne’s reign. Church issues performed an essential and at times dominant part in the political debates and party machinations. This book attempts to remedy that omission.


This treatment is grouped in the following chapters. The first chapter introduces several of the important figures in the historical narrative. It also explains the condition of the Church of England in the final years of William III’s reign and the beginnings of the challenges by High Church Tories to diminish the powers of the Whig bishops. In chapter two, with the accession of Anne, the High Tories believed they had a strong ally but became disappointed when she followed a more moderate course, surrounding herself with advisors who wished to avoid extremes. The High Churchmen therefore attempted to use the Occasional Conformity Act to drive a wedge between the queen and her ministers. Chapter three explains the Godolphin ministry’s drift closer to the Whigs because they provided stronger support for the war effort. The struggle moved to the Convocation of the Church of England and to questions about church appointments, the Whigs demanding more positions. The queen resisted being dragged under Whig domination through their effort to gain control of Church positions, but Tory assertions that the Church was in danger equally affronted her. These conflicts of Church and state were not restricted to national issues but spilled over into the localities. Chapter four details the struggle between Bishop William Nicolson and his dean, Francis Atterbury, with Archbishop John Sharp, as a moderator, trying to referee.


In chapter five, the Whigs came to dominate the government as strong backers of the French war, pushing the Tories out of any influential position. The Whigs slowly began making over the face of the Church by a series of loyal appointments. Chapter six focusses on the Henry Sacheverell trial and the backlash against the Whigs and the prolonged war. Robert Harley used the attack on Sacheverell to undermine the Whig regime. The penultimate chapter describes the Tory effort to seek revenge on the Whigs and carry out policies they had failed to accomplish at the beginning of the reign. Yet, a sense of desperation overshadowed their efforts as the Queen approached the end of her reign and the heir apparent made clear his support for the Whigs. The final chapter reviews the major themes of the book and discusses briefly the reach that these conflicts had beyond the narrow confines of the Church and the political elites.


It is customary to acknowledge and express gratitude to those who assisted the author in this project. That task would be for me almost impossible since so many over the years aided me in this endeavour. The archivists who helped me identify appropriate manuscripts, the librarians who located obscure books, especially those requiring Interlibrary Loan, and the library and archival staff who gently corrected my ignorant mistakes all deserve accolades. I must, however, single out Rollins College in Winter Park, Florida, where I taught for 45 years. The College provided me with sabbaticals and grant money that made possible my stays in England to explore the appropriate archives. Without that continued support, this volume would never have materialised.
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Chapter 1

Prologue, 1698–1702







The battles over ecclesiastical appointments; theological conflicts within the Church of England; struggles with the Dissenters, especially those regarded as heterodox including Socinians and Arians; continuing problems with Roman Catholics: this is only a partial list of the issues that raged within English religious communities during Queen Anne’s reign. In reality, however, these conflicts were for the most part surrogates for broader political conflicts between various political groups in the nation. Although the language was religious, the consequences were political. The squabbles in Convocation mirrored those in Parliament. Whigs and Tories fought pitched battles in efforts to gain political influence; the struggles between High Churchmen and Low Churchmen paralleled those political battles.


Religious issues had played a central role in English politics from Henry’s divorce until the end of Anne’s reign. Two kings lost their thrones (and one his head) over these conflicts. Two revolutions, one so-called bloodless, were fought under religious banners. Religion often played a central role in political events; for instance, the singing of the Te Deum at St Paul’s Cathedral followed each of Marlborough’s continental victories.1 Many truly felt that they defended true religion, but so often these conflicts morphed into political contests, and at times religion only served as a façade. Even locally, church disputes could play a central political role. Clergymen often were generally well versed in the political controversies of the day as can be observed in their correspondence and their libraries. Patrons of clerical positions would generally enquire into the political penchants of candidates for clerical preferment within their gift, along with their education and administrative abilities. Conversely, clergy normally voted the way their patron did, at times coerced, or at least absented themselves from the polls if they unequivocally disagreed.2 Thus, religious concerns played an important role in both national and local politics. This period of the centrality of church issues came to an end at the conclusion of Anne’s reign. No longer would a government fall over a religious controversy, as happened in 1710.


The Church of England saw itself threatened from the outside by Roman Catholicism on the right and radical Protestants on the left. Thomas Tenison, Archbishop of Canterbury, called upon one congregation to ‘attend to that faith of the Church, now especially that Arianism, Socinianism and atheism began to spread amongst us’.3 Nevertheless, many churchmen saw danger from within the church walls as well. They regarded some of their fellow churchmen as holding notions which they saw as almost as dangerous as the Catholic or Socinian threat. The controversies within the Church could be just as heated as those without.


The intensity of these conflicts became greater with the failure to renew the Licensing Act in 1695, which brought the debates into the public forum in a way not possible in the past because of censorship. Now the pamphlet writers could not only reach supporters and opponents within the church community but also members of the laity who often entered into the debates. Laymen now joined the clergy in producing answers and rebuttals to opinions they either supported or rejected. The tone often became increasingly vituperative, even violent. Both Whigs and Tories expressed alarm about these public debates, and many blamed the rise of the coffeehouses for making these alarming publications readily available. Even Daniel Defoe, the master of political propaganda, expressed concern.4


Representatives of different groups bandied about various labels, often used derisively; High Church and Low, Latitudinarians, Deists, all these terms conjured up specific notions about what such people endorsed and how certain individuals associated with that term were caricatured. These tags, often meant to cast aspersions on the recipient, aid in our understanding of this complex period. The political labels of Whig and Tory paralleled these religious terms. Historians have argued endlessly over the existence of political parties in this period. For the purposes of this examination of Anne’s reign, the reality of parties will be assumed. Efforts to transfer Lewis Namier’s argument that factions and not parties governed politics in the reign of George III, at least to this historian, do not convince. Geoffrey Holmes and William Speck have defended the reality of political parties, certainly not parallel to those created by Disraeli and Chamberlain in the nineteenth century, but surely a collection of political activists who shared a common outlook, and even a philosophy, and who organised both for elections and in the political machinations at Westminster to carry out these policies. Thus, labels of High Church and Low have parallels in the political realm of Tory and Whig. I shall use these labels unashamedly.5


The origins of the ecclesiastical struggles in the reign of Queen Anne did not begin with her accession to the throne but arose in large part from issues that emerged out of the Glorious Revolution and the Revolutionary Settlement. Many of the conflicts in Anne’s reign had their antecedents in the preceding one. The Catholic king, James II, had been supplanted by his daughter Mary and her Dutch Calvinist husband, William III. Although William pledged to defend the privileges of the Established Church, his partiality to his co-religionists, the Dissenters, was never far below the surface. The Act of Toleration, passed in May 1689, granted religious liberties to all Protestants, including Quakers, to worship in their registered chapels, thus ending the Anglican religious monopoly. To make matters worse to those Anglicans protective of their religious exclusivity, William and Mary disqualified staunch defenders of the Church of England in the reign of James but who for conscience’s sake refused to take the pledges to the new monarchs as a violation of the oaths they had previously taken to James. The new monarchs therefore turned them out of their clerical positions as Nonjurors. Very often the king replaced these Anglican stalwarts with Latitudinarian clergy such as John Tillotson or those suspected of Calvinist leanings like Gilbert Burnet, supposedly not maintaining orthodoxy or the true interest of the Church. William struggled to prove his attachment to the Church and he never gained the full trust of the clergy.6 The only thing that ameliorated his position was that most people in England preferred him on the throne to his Catholic father-in-law.7


Although the arguments could involve issues regarding ecclesiology or theology, in the end they almost always had political ramifications. Moreover, most of these disputes originated as political quarrels and later morphed into religious conflicts. As the various factions within the Church and the political factions in the government vied for power, they often employed provocative issues involving religion to spark broader audience participation. The political disputes might seem too arcane for the general public; religious controversies would often resonate more broadly, especially considering that throughout the seventeenth century the struggles primarily involved religious differences and therefore would seem quite familiar. Frequently these political and religious disputes became extremely volatile. As one anonymous poetaster rhymed:




Tory at Whigg, and Whigg at Tory rails;


(Fume in their Heads, and Firebrands at their Tails)


Biggots with Fiery Zealots disagree,


And the Devil dances to the Harmony.8





The heat of these exchanges became palpable.


As we examine the relationship between the politicians and leaders of the Church, we shall often follow the career of John Sharp, Archbishop of York. Although he maintained Tory and High Church sympathies, he generally stood towards the middle of the extremes, somewhere equidistant between a Benjamin Hoadly and a Francis Atterbury. Although he remained on the fringes during William’s reign, he rose to prominence because of his friendship with Queen Anne, who made him her chief ecclesiastical advisor. Except for the period of Whig domination between 1708 and 1710, Sharp played a central role in the various conflicts arising in Church and state. He will therefore serve as a focal point in this narrative.
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John Sharp, Archbishop of York (by Robert White, line engraving, 1691)






Sharp had been drawn into (then) Princess Anne’s circle at the time of her clashes with her sister, Queen Mary, in 1692 over Anne’s connection to Sarah Churchill, at that time Countess of Marlborough. The king had ordered her husband’s confinement in the Tower for suspected Jacobite correspondence.9 Queen Mary, taking full advantage of this situation to embarrass her sister, who was fiercely loyal to the Churchills, notified Anne ‘in all the gentle and kind wais [sic] that could be thought on’ that she must discharge Sarah from her position in the princess’ household.10 Anne protested against this arbitrary command and wrote that she would rather remove herself from the court than dismiss her friend, a threat she carried out despite being pregnant.11 John Sharp had also been isolated from any influence at court. William had elevated Sharp to the archiepiscopal see of York to sooth party tensions at the beginning of the reign but had largely sequestered him. Sharp slowly drifted into Princess Anne’s sphere, which, much like Leicester House later, became the refuge for those who entrusted their fortunes to the heir apparent.


Because of the clergy’s discomfort with their Calvinist king, William turned over responsibility for Church appointments to Queen Mary who, with the advice of Archbishop Tillotson, exercised this responsibility with relish.12 After Queen Mary’s death, William, because of the distrust he had earned from many churchmen, turned the selection process to fill church vacancies over to an ecclesiastical commission in 1695. To this commission, he assigned Sharp, Thomas Tenison, and Bishops Edward Stillingfleet of Worcester, Gilbert Burnet of Salisbury, Simon Patrick of Ely and William Lloyd of Coventry and Lichfield. Any three members constituted a quorum, although the Archbishop of Canterbury or the Archbishop of York always had to attend in matters concerning their respective provinces. The commission met to consider all church vacancies, either to lay their recommendations before the king or in the case of small benefices to appoint to these livings directly.13 Ecclesiastical commissions had previously earned bad reputations, especially that which James II had created to discipline recalcitrant members of the clergy, beginning with Bishop William Compton of London. Although King William strove for broad representation on his commission, nevertheless, appointments made by the commission often generated hostility from some quarters in the Church.


Despite Sharp’s position on the commission, the king repeatedly overruled his recommendations for appointments in his province. The most galling was the king’s rejection of Henry Finch, Sharp’s former pupil and brother to Daniel Finch, Earl of Nottingham, now in disgrace with the king, for the position of dean of York Minster. Sharp had even declared his devotion to the King: ‘He had never, he believed, done any thing that might give his Majesty occasion of displeasure’.14 Nevertheless, the king insisted on the appointment of Dr Thomas Gale, former headmaster of St Paul’s school. The Earl of Portland curtly informed Sharp that ‘his Majesty asked me to tell you that at this time he could do nothing for the person you recommend’.15


While Sharp did not overtly demonstrate his sentiments about the selection of Dr Gale as his dean, there can be little doubt of his private rage. Henceforth, he gave scant attention to the workings of the ecclesiastical commission, fully realising that neither the King nor the other members of the commission heeded his counsel. Although Tenison continued to acquaint him with that body’s proceedings out of deference to his archiepiscopal status, Sharp merely abdicated future selections to the deliberation of the other commissioners. Tenison worried that the commission’s task would be undermined by these divisions and wrote to Sharp urging him not to support controversial appointments that might ‘cause the breaking of the Commission, which some are very desirous to do’.16 Was Tenison implying that some might regard the nomination of Henry Finch as controversial?


In addition to this one repercussion, in succeeding years, many of the positions Sharp embraced, antagonistic to the king or those clergymen who followed Tenison’s lead, may have resulted in part from the recollection of this signal insult. More than ever, Sharp confirmed his adherence to the opposition faction centred around Princess Anne; and it appeared that he resisted any measure advocated by the court. While one might argue that Sharp would have followed the same course despite the rejection of Finch, it seems in many of these issues that his performance far exceeded his normal moderation.


Other prelates suffered similar treatment by the king. Some joined together to form a party of disgruntled, politically active opposition. That included Henry Compton of London, Thomas Sprat of Rochester and Jonathan Trelawny of Exeter who often combined forces in the House of Lords. They, like Sharp, also became adherents of Princess Anne. Indeed, William went so far as to forbid Compton from visiting her. All of them, including Sharp, voted against ministerial measures, including the Triennial Act.17 In a variety of ways, they acted to oppose the king since they regarded his management of the Church unacceptable.




Conflicts over the Society for the Reformation of Manners


Sharp’s treatment of the Society for the Reformation of Manners is an example of such a measure. Established early in the reign of William and Mary, the Society for the Reformation of Manners continued to be a controversial institution throughout their and Queen Anne’s reigns. The society sprang from a speech of King William before the Houses of Parliament in which he recommended a general uplifting of the moral character of England.18 Shortly thereafter, groups of pious Londoners formed themselves into societies, often including Dissenters, to bring to fruition the monarch’s exhortation. These groups emphasised their intention to incorporate broad involvement, but members included primarily Low Church and Whig adherents, while High Churchmen tended to drift away as a result.19 The societies had originally concerned themselves with the elimination of brothels in East London and punishing those who desecrated the Sabbath. Their campaign to eradicate vice met with enthusiastic support from many quarters, but heavy-handed tactics and vigilantism slowly led it to become more controversial. Less contentious was their programme of encouraging the elites of society to set a good example to the meaner sort.20 An extremely problematic aspect for some was that numerous groups not only included Anglicans but Presbyterians as well.21


While many clergy in the Church of England lent their support to the efforts of the society, other more conservative clergymen did not, including John Sharp. Sharp had always boasted of good relations with Protestants of all stripes. He endorsed the effort to achieve comprehension with the Nonconformists in 1689. Even on a personal level, Sharp had been closely associated with a number of prominent Dissenters. The influential Nonconformist, Richard Baxter, had frequently attended St Giles in the Fields to hear Sharp preach during his time as rector and on many occasions had received the sacrament from the future archbishop.22 The equally famous antiquarian, Ralph Thoresby, had long been one of Sharp’s correspondents; and in 1699, Sharp became instrumental in Thoresby’s conversion to the Anglican Communion.23 It is therefore difficult to explain Sharp’s vigorous antipathy against measures designed in part to bring about a closer union between various Protestant groups in England other than the fact that William had so fervently endorsed the society’s work.


These coalitions exhibiting the same reforming zeal spread across other parts of England. Sharp initially became acquainted with this movement from Bishop John Moore of Norwich, who lauded these groups for their charitable work but warned of the questionable nature of their worship outside the services of the Established Church.24 Members of the Nottingham league wrote to Sharp soliciting his blessings for their venture. They then applied for a licence for their quarterly lecture.25 Sharp sent his reply to Thomas Caryl, the rector of St Mary’s, Nottingham, in which he informed the society that, while ‘I am no enemy to reformation of manners, (for God knows we too much need it) … ’, he could not approve the members’ request until they had forwarded to him a copy of their rules. He did, however, assure them that, ‘though I would not have been the first adviser of such a combination as this is, yet now that they are actually entered into it, and for good ends as I verily hope, they shall meet with no discouragement from me, so long as their methods are regular, and their proceedings modest, and prudent, and inoffensive’.26 The society apologised to Sharp for the oversight and transmitted its charter to him.27 At the same time, Caryl independently notified his metropolitan that the society included both Anglicans and Dissenters, and that it proposed to hold the quarterly session not only under the leadership of the local clergy of the Church of England, but in the meetinghouse as well.28


After Sharp had examined what the society had sent him, he dispatched his objections to Caryl. In particular, he took exception to the vigilante character of the society since it stressed the strict enforcement of the penal laws against those unaffiliated with the group rather than among the members themselves: ‘The truth is, as the society of Nottingham is constituted, it seems to me, they would receive better directions for the carrying on their work, from the charges that they may hear from the justices of peace at the sessions, then they can from the sermons of the clergy.’29 More significantly, Sharp strenuously protested against the nature of their quarterly meeting, which assumed the attributes of divine worship. ‘I am not against the coalition of churchmen with dissenters’, he told them, ‘in any matter where they can go together in promoting the common cause of religion or good manners.’ As the laws stood, however, he could not sanction quarterly lectures to be preached before the society:




Is it not natural that those of the society who are dissenters, should also desire lectures to be sometimes preached to the society in their meeting and can you deny this request of theirs? Is it not reasonable (since you are all on the same level as members of the society) that you should comply with them as they with you?





Under these circumstances, Sharp refused to allow any of the clergy of his diocese to preach before the meetings of the society. To do otherwise would only encourage ‘the breaking of those laws which I hold myself bound in conscience to see observed as far as I can’.30 Sharp remained unconvinced, despite the efforts of some members to persuade him of their good intentions. They urged the sceptical archbishop to read a certain book describing the activities of London societies, which included the commendation of several bishops.31 The society did not receive the licence, however; and in a like manner Sharp quashed a similar assemblage in Southwell.32 The archbishop encountered greater difficulty in the diocese of Carlisle. Here, the frail bishop, Thomas Smith, found himself unable to suppress one society that arose in Carlisle under the leadership of his chancellor, Thomas Tullie.33 Archdeacon William Nicolson, later bishop of that see, informed Sharp that Tullie, without his bishop’s approval, had organised this group ‘one whereof is the most violent Independent in the Diocese and others notoriously disaffected to our Ecclesiastical discipline’. Nicolson concluded that these societies remained illegal conventicles until they had received licences for their meetings, but he informed Sharp that Tullie had stated his determination to continue the work of the society.34 Several days later Nicolson again corresponded with the archbishop to apprise him of another society which had formed in Brampton, encouraged by the chancellor’s example: ‘Our own good Bishop’s great Age and infirmities renders Him incapable of acting in it with the briskness which the Case requires; so that we must (of necessity) have recourse to your Grace.’35


Responding immediately to Nicolson’s plea for advice, Sharp indicated his own aversion to such groups because he doubted their legality, ‘apprehending … that some time or other we may feel ill consequences from them’. For these reasons, he had refused to endorse a book which a London society had circulated and which several bishops had already subscribed.36 Sharp considered these associations of the clergy for promoting religion and reforming morals valuable, ‘considering how remiss the Magistrates generally are in executing the laws against Profaneness and Immorality’; but these groups had to operate within the bounds of canon and civil law. He advised Nicolson ‘that … he [Bishop Smith] will have gained a good point, if he can prevail with Mr Chancellor to quit the Dissenting Associates. And if he be resolved on a Society for Reformation, let only such be taken into it as are really Churchmen.’37


In reply to Nicolson’s second letter, the Archbishop indicated his disapprobation of the society at Brampton, asserting it had organised in direct violation of canon law. He had also received a copy of the charter of the Carlisle group. While he found nothing amiss in that document, he urged the group to adopt certain restrictions upon their activities so they would ‘contribute to the promoting a reformation than informing against criminals’.38 The immediate effect of Sharp’s intervention demonstrated the weight of his influence. The Brampton society disbanded without delay upon receiving notice of the archbishop’s displeasure.39 To Nicolson’s delight, his ordinary placed a severe admonition on the members of the Carlisle society to obey church law and to associate ‘only with such persons as are well affected to the doctrine and the discipline of the Established Church’.40 Not everyone reacted in the same manner. Bishop Nicholas Stratford of Chester had wished for Sharp’s and Smith’s sanction of the coalition and heartily disapproved of Nicolson’s opposition:




I make it my endeavour to promote these societies in all parts of the Nations, and particularly in my own Diocese, where I have already caused several of the said societies to be erected. The objections made by some persons … I take to be mere pretences, without any real truth to support them.41





Sharp, however, continued in his vehement opposition to these societies. It is indeed possible to conclude that in a man who had vigorously endorsed comprehension this aversion did not arise out of religious scruples alone. Sharp’s reaction resulted perhaps from his personal conflict with King William, who looked with favour upon these groups, as did most of the Whig bishops not adverse to cooperation with Dissenters. These controversies also prefigure the conflicts which would arise under Queen Anne over the issue of occasional conformity.







Beginnings of Trouble in Convocation


Commencing in 1697, however, a new dispute broke forth that would overshadow the seemingly petty quarrels between king and clergy and among the clergy themselves. The occasion for this fresh dispute involved the summoning of Convocation. A great many of the clergy had become dissatisfied with William’s handling of church affairs. Place-seekers continually bypassed the ecclesiastical commission and appealed directly to the king for preferment, which offended many clergymen. In addition, the Church had experienced a great deal of unrest with the prosecution of Bishop Thomas Watson of St David’s for simony and with a revival of the Socinian heresy; many of the clergy felt only a convocation could end this disruption. Finally, many looked to any cause which would bring embarrassment to the government.42 William had not allowed Convocation to meet since the failure of the comprehension scheme at the beginning of the reign, but the clergy had become more restive because of the growing problems associated with toleration.43
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Following the election of 1695, William moved away from his cooperation with the Tories and installed the prominent Court Whigs of the Junto. Disgruntled Country Whigs joined with Tories to form a new opposition, and clergy grumblings became part and parcel of this growing hostility to William.44 These embittered churchmen found their champion in Francis Atterbury, first to sound the trumpet on behalf of Convocation. In his famous pamphlet, Letter to a Convocation Man, Atterbury asserted that the English Convocation had a clear right to convene with every Parliament and was free to do business without the king’s licence.45 Not everyone, however, concurred with this analysis. William Wake, for one, vehemently denied Convocation possessed such privileges and felt Atterbury had ‘done the Church considerable service at this juncture by writing against a book, at which the king and Court was so much offended &c.’46 He first produced a polemic entitled The Authority of Christian Princes over Their Ecclesiastical Synods Asserted in answer to Atterbury. In his next pamphlet, An Appeal to All the True Members of the Church of England, he bemoaned that ‘it should now … be thought a crime to assert the Supremacy of the Christian Magistrate; and a Scandal for a Clergy-man, more especially, to appear in behalf of that Cause’. He determined to vindicate the royal supremacy against those ‘who are so forward to pull-down, what our Wise and Pious Ancestors, took so much care to Build’ and expose their methods, which ‘must … either in downright Popery, or Fanaticism, at the last’. He then refuted Atterbury’s argument point by point.47


Wake, however, had completed his book in haste and left himself open to criticism. Even his close friend, William Nicolson, discovered several errors.48 His assertion upholding the absolute authority of the monarch over church synods alarmed many clergy, including his closest friends.49 Atterbury had also perceived the inaccuracies and paraded them openly in his new opus, The Rights, Powers, and Privileges of an English Convocation, in which he traced the history of Convocation, to demonstrate thereby its independence from the control of the Crown. Wake, at first, considered his adversary had ‘writ with hearty goodwill, and may be a pattern for charity and good-breeding’. When the second edition appeared in 1701, this time under his own name, Atterbury did not receive any accolades from Wake. The latter now prepared a new response. ‘The world expects it’, he told a friend, and ‘Mr A. has taken effectual care to provoke me to it. He shall have his desire; and I doubt not, when it is done, but I shall have my end.’50 While some demurred in their endorsement of Wake’s work, one budding ally, White Kennett, the vicar of St Botolph’s Aldgate, wrote admiringly to Wake, assured that his efforts ‘will by no means detract from the Constitution of the Church, (the popular prejudice fomented by warm and indiscreet men)’.51 Later, Kennett sent several sheets of purported errors in Atterbury’s writing to aid Wake in his efforts to refute them.52


Atterbury, the principal ‘indiscreet’ man, had earned this enmity by his personal attack against Wake in the preface to the second edition of his book. He denounced his foe’s Authority of Christian Princes over Their Ecclesiastical Synods as:




a Shallow, Empty performance; written, without any Knowledge of our Constitution, any Skill in the Particular Subject of Debate; upon such Principles, as are destructive of all our Civil as well as Ecclesiastical Liberties; and with such Aspersions of the Clergy, both Dead, and Living, as were no less injurious to the Body, than his Doctrine.





Atterbury then accused Wake of giving arbitrary power to the king in the affairs of the Church.53 The book won for its author the immediate commendation of many clergy and an important promotion within the Church. In January 1701 he became Archdeacon of Totnes in Devon and in April the same year received his Doctor of Divinity degree from Oxford at the behest of a grateful Convocation.54


Not everyone, however, maintained the same enthusiasm for Atterbury’s research. Many expressed their adherence to Wake personally or in the pamphlet war that ensued.55 William Nicolson proved to be one of the most outspoken in his support. The first edition of Atterbury’s work had annoyed him not a little, especially since Atterbury had seen fit to attack his English Historical Library and to prove ‘me a blockhead by such arguments as (I confess) I should never had thought on’.56 To make matters worse, Atterbury again took Nicolson to task in the second edition, stating that Nicolson had not demonstrated ‘any particular Skill or Ability’, adding that, ‘since he has gone out of his way to mix in a Dispute that did not belong to him, he must excuse me, if I have not gone out of mine, to avoid seeing his Mistakes. … [T]he Crop of Errors was plentiful.’57 Nicolson felt compelled to defend himself because Atterbury had ‘accosted in such a blustering and surly manner’.58


Bishop Burnet, never one to shy away from controversy, wrote a scathing attack against the first edition of what he considered the venomous and scandalous book, concluding that only the monarch possessed the authority to summon Convocation.59 When the second edition appeared, Burnet’s chaplain, Richard West, wrote another answer in which he accused Atterbury of besmirching the bishop because Burnet had at one time been unable to meet a request for preferment from Atterbury. White Kennett produced his own response to Atterbury as the new session of Convocation opened.60 To Atterbury’s way of thinking, Kennett’s book was ‘full of scurrility and bitter railing … the most consummate piece of impudence that has appeared in the world for many years’.61 The hyperbole continued to reach dizzying heights. Wake himself had already quickened his own efforts to produce a new answer to the champion of convocations. Only one anonymous writer came to the defence of Atterbury by viciously challenging his opponents. In particular, this author assailed Kennett for his vituperative pamphlet against Atterbury. The latter had ‘used no Expressions that have the Air of Billingsgate or Bridewell’, as his antagonist claimed, ‘and if they had, I can’t see what warrant any man has to use the same Liberties he condemns’.62 Yet, this pamphlet war only prepared for the more bitter struggle when Convocation finally assembled.


Because the debate centred on the province of Canterbury, Sharp and the other bishops in the province of York, except for Bishop Nicholson, played only a minor part in the struggle. In this argument, both sides eagerly sought out documentary evidence to substantiate their own position. For this reason, Wake wrote to Sharp requesting the appointment of someone to examine the records of the York province for materials dealing with convocations. ‘You know, my Lord’, Wake reminded him, ‘in what controversie I am at present involved, with a sort of Angry men, in defiance of the Prerogatives of the Crown, and the constant doctrine of the Church of England, ever since the Reformation’.63 Sharp replied that he had requested Dr James Fall, Praecentor of York, and William Pearson, Archdeacon of Nottingham, to conduct an investigation. Careful not to take sides, he added, ‘I am sorry you are engaged in so troublesome a work. But I hope the Publick will have this advantage by these contrasts that these matters will be put into a better Light than ever they were before.’64 Sharp subsequently informed Wake that a close scrutiny of the diocesan records revealed no useful material. Fall, however, dutifully forwarded a bill for £1 17s. 4d. for the transcripts he made of the pertinent records.65 In a like manner, Sharp willingly opened his registers to Atterbury, then preparing his second edition of The Rights, Powers, and Privileges of an English Convocation.66


In his impartiality, Sharp remained rather unique. Wake had not only requested assistance from Sharp, but he had also enlisted the aid of William Nicolson who had earlier volunteered his services in order to retaliate against Atterbury’s acrimony. For several months, the two clergymen remained in constant communication as they both scoured ecclesiastical records to uncover documents that would help support their case.67 Yet, Nicolson refused to share the fruits of his investigation with Atterbury, who himself appealed for an account of the material at Carlisle. In return, Nathaniel, Lord Crewe, Bishop of Durham, refused similar applications from Nicolson. Just as Nicolson had informed Atterbury, his correspondent at Durham notified him ‘that there is nothing in their books which will give me any further satisfaction than I have already had. In short, I am represented there as one that denied Mr Atterbury the assistance of our books at Carlisle; and therefore … I am to be served in my kind.’68 Sharp, therefore, remained one of the few who apparently had not already chosen sides in this controversy among the enlightened (and unenlightened) members of the clergy. Throughout his time as Queen Anne’s advisor, he generally maintained this stance of neutrality between the warring factions within the Church and the political realm. Both the ecclesiastical and political parties held little back in their feuds. Little wonder then that an exasperated Archbishop Tenison asked the newly re-elected Speaker of the House of Commons, Robert Harley, to reinstate the Licensing Act. Harley politely demurred, although he did suggest that the archbishop could introduce such legislation in the House of Lords if he so desired.69


While the chief protagonists had dealt the final blows of this segment of the pamphlet war, the main theatre of battle had shifted to Convocation itself. William had at first attempted to quieten the opposition clergy with attractive benefices, but to no avail. Out of desperation, he finally agreed to summon Convocation to sit with the next Parliament.70 When Parliament met in February 1701, the king announced that he would allow the convocation of Canterbury to meet for the first time since the beginning of the reign, a victory for the Tories now enjoying a significant amount of influence.71 Those clerics who resisted the pretensions of Atterbury expressed a great deal of uneasiness about this decision; for they clearly recognised such an action would only provide the dissidents with a forum to voice their pretensions further, and the opening sessions only confirmed their darkest forebodings. John Moore, Bishop of Norwich, had warned Tenison that no licence should be granted to Convocation for, ‘if it should be, it will be thought the effect of Mr Atterbury’s book’.72


The convocation meeting in the province of Canterbury provided the forum for the struggle, which would stretch over the next decade. The initial session foreshadowed the character of subsequent meetings. At first, the supporters of Atterbury, who comprised the majority in the Lower House, attempted to claim the same privileges as the House of Commons – their counterpart, so they asserted, in Parliament.73 The conflict, however, deteriorated into an altercation over just one aspect of this claim: the right of the Lower House to adjourn itself. By custom, the bishops voted their own dismissal; and the archbishop then sent his schedule of prorogation to the Lower House, which would immediately disband. Certain members of the clergy resented this subordination to the Upper House and so contrived to ignore the schedule and adjourn themselves, eventually to a day intermediate to the one designated for the convening of the entire Convocation.74 White Kennett became one of the chief defenders of the bishops’ authority, reporting to Tenison that, when George Hooper, Dean of Canterbury, claimed that he could convince Kennett of his errors, ‘I answered, I should be glad of the honour of that worthy Member’s conversation, but could scarce think it possible, he should convince Me of the Truth of what I had so much reason to believe was a very great Mistake.’75


At one point a deputation of the lower clergy stormed the meeting chamber of the bishops without their prolocutor, demanding that the bishops act on the Lower House’s condemnation of John Toland’s Christianity Not Mysterious. An outraged Archbishop Tenison gave the deputation a tongue-lashing and dismissed them. This defiance of episcopal authority naturally infuriated the bishops, but the conduct of the clergy even dismayed the new Tory ministry led by the Earl of Rochester.76 Moreover, the conflicts between the two Houses of Convocation in 1701 pushed the bishops appointed by William increasingly into ‘an uneasy dependence’ on the Whigs.77 For his part, Atterbury received the Doctor of Divinity degree from Oxford University at the behest of the Lower House, a show of defiance against the bishops. The quandary remained unresolved and lingered into the next reign.


While the province of Canterbury continued at the centre of this struggle, the province of York did not remain aloof from it. At first, Atterbury anticipated that Sharp would support his cause; and superficially it appeared the prelate did. When Sharp received his writs for the forthcoming Parliament, he discovered to his perturbation the usual convocation writs had not accompanied the others. Perhaps fearing the government hoped to quash the controversy by not summoning Convocation, he wrote an urgent letter to the Lord Keeper of the Great Seal of England, Sir Nathan Wright, requesting the proper writs be sent at once:




It was unhappily omitted at the calling the last parliament and I believe your Lordship be not ignorant what noise that made. I should be sorry that it should be omitted a second time, for fear it should be said it was done but of design. If this writ be not sent, this Province is like to be without Convocation which I believe it ever was at the sitting of Parliament for these 200 years till this last Parliament, when there was none.78





Within the week the Lord Keeper had acknowledged the oversight and forwarded the new writs.79


While Sharp remained concerned about the continuation of Convocation, he refused to place the same significance on that body of clergy as Atterbury had. Atterbury urged the archbishop to execute not only the convocation writs upon his clergy, but the archbishop’s parliamentary writs as well. This action would have confirmed the archdeacon’s assertion that the clergy who sat in Convocation comprised an integral part of Parliament in the same way as members of the House of Commons. He had become particularly anxious that one of the archbishops employ the writs in this manner. When Sharp hesitated to comply, Atterbury wrote anew to his correspondent, Dr Fall, Praecentor of York, to press the import of this decision. Addressing him as a ‘member of Parliament’, Atterbury tried to convince him of the need for Sharp’s accordance, citing the many other bishops who had already agreed to observe the parliamentary writs.80 Not only did the archbishop ignore these supplications, but he also wrote to the wavering Bishop Strafford of Chester and convinced him not to execute the praemunientes (the parliamentary writs issued to the bishops).81 In the end, in the province of York no one complied with Atterbury’s desire.82


Sharp, still trying to maintain his neutrality, later wrote to Atterbury explaining his reasons for demurring to the controversialist’s request. The latter responded in a conciliatory manner, expressing his intention of someday converting the prelate to his way of thinking. Moreover, he beseeched the prelate to enter the parliamentary writs in the provincial records as if they had actually been executed in order to create an additional precedent.83 It is highly doubtful Sharp submitted to this unusual request. Although this controversy and others involving Convocation raged until the end of William’s reign, Sharp continued to stand aloof from the agitation. While the archbishop might act in a partisan manner, he refused to become involved in something which he considered of questionable legality and needlessly detrimental to the peace of the Church.


Thus, in these various controversies during the end of the reign of King William, we see a foretaste of the controversies that would roil Anne’s reign: struggles over Church appointments, the relationship between Dissenters and the Established Church, and the role of Convocation, and the rights and privileges of the English clergy, to paraphrase Atterbury. With William’s death, Anne, the fulcrum of the opposition, sat on the throne that her father had once occupied. Sharp had ceased to be a member of the politically impotent group formerly surrounding her; he had become a significant figure in English politics and de facto the most important clergyman in England, overshadowing Canterbury. He abandoned his former partisanship and advocated to the queen an end of faction. He would act as one of the mediators between the warring segments of English politics, attempting in all sincerity not to be divisive by his conduct. Nevertheless, the propensity for conservatism he had learned under William continued with him during the reign of Anne.


The partisanship that these controversies had engendered forced many men, who had formerly stood outside political wrangling, increasingly to pick sides. The main players in the various controversies that raged at the end of William’s reign formed themselves into what must be regarded as parties. The High Church party consisted of Atterbury and his followers, while Gilbert Burnet, Wake, and their supporters formed what must be considered the Low Church party, or, in some cases, the Latitudinarians. Of course, the High Church party regarded the latter as heretics. Each side attempted to win support from lay political figures, respectively, from the Tory and Whig parties, who gladly enlisted appropriate ecclesiastical support for their own conflicts. This web of alliances characterised ecclesiastical and political skirmishes throughout Anne’s reign.


The disputes over the Society for the Reformation of Manners and the battles regarding Convocation stand as the precursors to the controversies after Anne ascended to the throne. What the Tories, in particular, did not anticipate was that there would be further strife because the monarch now about to sit on the throne was a known and reliable champion of the Church. The real surprise came, in fact, when the discord did not cease but became even more volatile.
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