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Introduction


Pick a pound from your pocket – or indeed, any coin – and you will find surrounding the Queen’s head, Elizabeth II, D.G. REG.FD: Elizabeth II, Dei Gratia, Regina, Fidei Defensor, Latin for ‘By the grace of God, Queen, Defender of the Faith’. They are words that have inextricably linked the British monarch with religion for more than five hundred years of history.


‘Defender of the Faith’ was the title first given to Henry VIII in 1521 by a grateful pope, delighted with the English king’s endeavours to defend the Roman Catholic religion from the verbal onslaughts of Martin Luther. Just six years later, Henry clashed with the pope as he sought to extricate himself from his marriage to Catherine of Aragon, marry Anne Boleyn and father a male heir. When the pope refused to annul Henry’s marriage, the King broke away from Rome and founded the Church of England. A Christian monarch, if no longer a Catholic one, Henry clung on to his title of Defender of the Faith, and all his successors have used it since, with the title always bestowed on them upon their accession to the throne.


Even before Henry was first honoured by the pope, monarchy in this country was bound up with Christianity, and was heavily influenced by ideas of kingship found in the Bible. For nine hundred years the coronations of our monarchs have been Christian services – their links to ancient text powerfully and dramatically expressed in the words of Scripture: Zadok the priest and Nathan the prophet anointed Solomon king.


The words were sung at the Queen’s coronation in 1953 to the music of Handel, as they have been for every monarch since George II in 1727. Evidence of the theological foundations of the British monarchy, or at least how this Queen interprets the role, was also signposted in February 2022 when, to mark the seventieth anniversary of her accession, the Queen issued a statement. It ended with the words, written in her own hand, ‘Your Servant, Elizabeth R’. That the Queen perceives herself as a servant is as much a reminder of the part faith plays in her role as Queen as does her title Defender of the Faith. Monarchy, for her, is a link to Christ, the Servant King; it is about service.


The idea of service to the people is something that those of both different faiths and none can comprehend. But it is only part of the narrative. For Elizabeth II, as it has been for her predecessors, serving as monarch is not just about the people; it is about God. In the weeks leading up to the 1953 coronation, the Archbishop of Canterbury, Geoffrey Fisher, gave a series of sermons about the ceremony, explaining that he saw the Queen as called by God, that the sovereign had spiritual power through her character, example and convictions and so could unite and lead her people. But it was not just about power, he said. It was about sacrifice; she would be ‘giving herself and being herself at all times’.1 It sounds an impossible burden, and one that large numbers of the population today might wonder if it had been handed to her, given they either doubt or do not believe in God at all.


That service she has given for seventy years – the first British monarch to achieve a Platinum Jubilee – whether to the people, or to God or to both, has been praised in this country many times, and it has not gone unnoticed elsewhere. While the Queen promised to uphold the Protestant religion in her accession and coronation oaths, she has striven to build relations with the Roman Catholic Church – and, indeed, with other denominations and other faiths – to the extent that during a visit I made to Rome some years ago, she was described to me by a Vatican official as ‘the last Christian monarch’.2


That opinion was shaped by both her public role and her own religious faith. In this volume I have attempted to examine the monarchs since Henry VIII, as well as the future one, the current Prince of Wales. An individual monarch’s spiritual life matters, not just to those of us who are inquisitive journalists or curious historians, but to everybody, because it often has a significant impact upon the monarch’s public role too, from Elizabeth I’s delight in music, which enhanced the young Church of England’s choral tradition and helped it veer away from the low church approach of other European Protestant traditions, to James II’s intransigent Catholicism which eventually lost him the Crown, to this Queen’s increasingly overt declamations of her personal faith through her public Christmas broadcasts. It is worth considering just how deep a faith this particular monarch has. Because she is the only sovereign that most people today have ever known, it is not always realised that such a strong faith, so publicly expressed, is the exception, not the norm. This is a woman with a religious vocation.


The way in which the monarchy has been bound up with religion since the Elizabethan Settlement of 1559 has been most clearly seen in the role of Supreme Governor of the Church of England, a constitutional role that expresses Anglicanism’s position as the established Church. Even in 1953, at the time of the last coronation, attendance at Church of England services was declining, but there were none of the regular challenges to its position by commentators, academics and secular pressure groups that there are today. While those voices are heard more loudly, the Church still retains its position and the Queen hers. Indeed, both might be said to be more visible than ever before. Since the age of Victoria, there have been increasing numbers of grand ceremonial, ecclesiastical occasions. Royal weddings, once mostly private occasions, have in recent times more frequently been public church spectacles. Great monarchical anniversaries – called jubilees, after great celebrations described in the Old Testament’s Book of Leviticus – have been celebrated by George III, Victoria, George V and this Queen. For the past hundred years, Church, state and monarch have combined to remember the dead of world wars.


Since its foundation, the Church of England has been a means of expressing national identity, and its relationship with the monarchy has reinforced that role. But the monarchy’s religious role has arguably become more important and goes beyond being Supreme Governor since the retreat of the Crown as a political power in the time of George III. Instead, it has become a symbol of the nation’s values, whether standing for their defence, through the Royal Family’s strong links with the armed forces, or for duty and for charity. Walter Bagehot described the monarch as ‘the head of our morality’.3


This puts an enormous burden on our monarchs – most evident in the crisis over the wish of Edward VIII to wed the twice-divorced Wallis Simpson and the ensuing opposition. His critics argued this was unacceptable for a King who should stand for the values of the nation and set a particular example as both monarch and Supreme Governor of the Church of England.


Time and time again, the woes, including religious ones, of the monarchy have been bound up with marriages: marriages involving members of the barred Roman Catholic Church; marriages that did not produce heirs or ones who lived long enough to succeed; marriages that failed. Even Queen Victoria, who managed to fall in love with a Lutheran, enjoy a happy marriage with him and produce nine children, considered being Queen a burden, expressing her distress in religious language: ‘I have worn a thorny crown and carried a heavy cross.’4


Since the time of George III, marriage and family life have been key to the way the monarchy expresses the values it stands for: the Royal Family has presented itself as the epitome of Christian values through its stable home life. Thus, when things have gone wrong, it has not just been an apparent challenge to the Church of England’s teaching on divorce, but also bad PR for the institution itself.


And yet, as the former Archbishop of York, John Habgood, so memorably said, ‘Sovereigns are not required to be saints,’ nor have they been.5 What the following chapters examine is the extent to which, despite their flawed normality, they have stood for those values that are closely allied to monarchy and to Christianity: duty and sacrifice. It is also notable that as political power has waned from the monarchy, it is the person, not just as the embodiment of the Crown, but also as the individual, who has become much more important. In other words, character matters, as does what shapes that character, such as beliefs. This is another reason why I explore in these pages the spiritual beliefs of different monarchs, as well as those of the heir to the throne.


It is frequently repeated that the Queen insists that she must be seen to be believed: monarchy won’t work, the argument goes, unless it is visible among the people and alongside Church and state. The demands upon it in the era of twenty-four-hour media and multimedia are ever greater, and the lives of its chief protagonists are constantly in the spotlight and dissected. While that is uncomfortable, it is much better than going unnoticed. In a Jubilee year, the monarchy is offered a chance to unite the nation, to reaffirm its covenant with the people, to link them with their history and, in many ways, in a secular age, to be one of the most powerful voices for values in stark contrast to dominant materialist ones. What Frank Prochaska called the ‘welfare monarchy’6 has been one of the most successful reinventions ever of monarchy: extending the Crown’s reach in all kinds of charitable endeavours and, in doing so, reaffirming its belief in Christian charity.


That reinvention had to happen because, however much monarchy stands for tradition, neither can it stand still if it is to survive. Its motto could well be ‘always changing; always the same’. The current Supreme Governor of the Church of England, her late husband and their son have all understood this, with their varied encounters with other Christian denominations and other faiths. They learned the significance of those faiths both in the Commonwealth and in Britain, something I explore in these pages, as well as their active pursuit of welfare monarchy. This clear interest and well-intentioned response of these individuals to these varying faiths makes the lingering antipathy to Roman Catholicism, expressed through vehement oaths about upholding Protestantism, altogether bizarre and in need of reform.


The most pressing question now is just how much all of these interests and values of the monarch and, especially, of her heir – of Christianity, other faiths, philosophies whether of the ancient Greeks or Eastern thinkers, as well as welfare monarchy – will be evident in a melting-pot coronation. Or will the apparent safety of tradition prevail? Can such a ceremony offer meaning to those without faith, or will the sheer drama of the spectacle carry all before it? These pressing questions I will also address as I consider the future of the British monarchy, and of the Defender of the Faith.










1


When Zadok the Priest anointed Solomon King: the sacred nature of kingship


Gold, frankincense and myrrh. Gifts fit for a King and given, according to tradition, by three Kings drawn to a stable in Bethlehem to honour the infant Jesus. It is one of the most popular of the Christmas narratives of the Gospels, often cited as a reason why presents are so much a part of the festive season.


It is a Gospel story that the British monarchy has always taken very seriously. On 6 January, Feast of the Epiphany, the choir of the Chapel Royal at St James’s Palace, dressed in their scarlet and gold-trimmed tunics, process to the church for the service to celebrate how those with earthly powers bowed down before the Christ Child. And at this service, the giving of gold, frankincense and myrrh is repeated once more, this time on behalf of the sovereign.


The ceremony is at least five hundred years old and at one time was attended by the sovereign in person who, until the time of George III, also carried the offerings in person. These are now carried on silver salvers by ushers led by the Serjeant of the Vestry and escorted by Beefeaters from the Tower of London. The Dean of the Chapels Royal, currently Dame Sarah Mullally, also Bishop of London, officiates.


The gift-giving of the monarch to the newborn Christ Child has layers of meaning, not least a sign that a sovereign has a role in leading his or her subjects in worship. But it also highlights that the British monarch is following in the footsteps of those ancient kings of the east by paying homage to this particular king, Jesus Christ, who rules both heaven and earth. Humility, therefore, is one of the attributes of a monarch.


The comforts of the material world and the grandeur of royalty enjoyed by monarchs are not what are commonly associated with Christianity, the religion founded by someone born in a stable, who knew poverty and advocated that his disciples give everything away to the poor, and who taught that it is harder for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter heaven.1 And yet there are constant reminders throughout both Old and New Testaments that kingship and majesty are key themes in the shaping of first Judaism and later Christianity. And in turn they have played their part in forming the thinking of what monarchy means in this country.


The references to Christ’s kingship come thick and fast in the Gospels’ passion narratives and provide conflicting ideas of authority and power. Pontius Pilate, the Governor of Judea, is introduced as one who has been given the authority and power to act for the good of the Roman Empire, something that is often at odds with the good of the majority. He exercises his office with little concern for justice or for the importance of truth. Even though he finds no fault with the arrested Jesus, he does not release him, but as a pragmatist, chooses to hand over to the crowd the decision as to whether he should be freed.


Jesus does not deny his kingship when challenged about it by Pilate, but it is clear that it is not a majesty of this world. It is not one that derives from territory or power – the things of this world. This is a kingship of true authority that comes from God, that has been mandated by him. It is a kingship that has been woven through the Gospel narratives, revealed in how Jesus acts, not by flexing his oppressive muscles or revealing himself as a tyrant, but as a King who ‘emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, and being born in human likeness’.2


This idea of the King as humble servant is seen earlier in the Old Testament, with the prophet Zechariah saying:


 


Rejoice greatly, O daughter Zion!


Shout aloud, O daughter Jerusalem!


Lo, your king comes to you;


triumphant and victorious is he,


humble, and riding on a donkey,


on a colt, the foal of a donkey.3


So in joining the procession of the Kings at Epiphany, a monarch is humbling himself or herself before the King who has himself shown humility, in becoming human at all, in being laid in a manger – the eating receptacle of the ox and ass in the stable – who will come into Jerusalem not with a grand retinue but mounted on a donkey, as Zechariah foretold. He will become food himself through the Last Supper – as much spiritual nourishment as the hay and straw of the manger was food for the animals.


The writers of the Old Testament explored many aspects of human kingship, as well as the countercultural idea of kingly humility, and through it indicated how the monarchs of this earth might reflect the kingship of God. In this way they underlined the spiritual and sacred nature of monarchy, which has been key to the British concept of kingship for generations.


The Bible’s early books record the history of the people of Israel, ruled in their early years by judges after their arrival in the land of Canaan, but their rule brought corruption and lawlessness. Kings were the solution to anarchy, bringing stability after years of unrest. The King became an intermediary between God and his people, ensuring that the covenant between them remained. Kingship in that part of the ancient world was vested in the gods, and those on earth were mediators, striving to ensure that the vulnerable, be they widows or orphans, were protected. The King to the Israelites was a guarantor of order, but also acted as a spiritual pointer to God’s mercy, justice, faithfulness and righteousness by embodying those same qualities. As the psalmist put it:


 


Give the king your justice, O God,


And your righteousness to a king’s son.


May he judge your people with righteousness,


And your poor with justice.4


 


Not that kingship got off to a good start for the Israelites. Samuel anointed Saul to be the first king, a military leader who would deliver them from their enemies. But he became disobedient and, rather than listening to God first, sought to do the people’s bidding first, even if this meant not doing what God commanded.


The next King, David, fared better, and his rule is the dominant story of the Old Testament – more space is given to him than even to Abraham or Moses. Under David and his successor, Solomon, kingship became a dominant feature of Israelite society.


While David displayed as much military prowess as Saul, there were other significant developments in ideas of kingship during David’s rule. This was a King who was also a healer, the poet psalmist and, of course, the representative of the little man, with his killing of the giant, Goliath.


David was also a shepherd, away looking after the sheep when Samuel went to find Israel’s next King, directed by God, among Jesse’s sons, and the early use of the shepherd as leader metaphor comes with the people repeating God’s words: ‘you . . . shall be shepherd of my people Israel, you . . . shall be ruler over Israel.’5


For Christians, this foretells the idea of Jesus the Good Shepherd – another King who leads his flock.


This is a King who provides stability for Israel, no longer a wandering tribe but settled, ruled over by the dynasty that comes after David. David was not without his failings: this is the King who committed adultery with Bathsheba and saw off his rival, her husband Uriah, by ensuring he was killed while he was away at war. But David was repentant – a King but still a flawed human being. He came before God, seeking forgiveness – another sign of the need among Kings for humility.


Solomon, who followed after David, was the next King by reason of his being born of the house of David – a King through heredity because David had made a covenant with God: while David promised to build a permanent temple for God, the Lord promised that his descendants would inherit the throne.


God’s promise is made explicit in the second book of Samuel: ‘I will raise up your offspring after you, who shall come forth from your body, and I will establish his kingdom. He shall build a house for my name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom for ever.’6


It is Solomon more than any other Old Testament monarch who matters to the British tradition of monarchy, as a byword for wisdom and a monarch who also stands for grandeur.


From the moment that his reign began, with his dream in which God asked what he wanted and he answered wisdom and knowledge,7 Solomon was favoured by God, who approved of his desire for such gifts rather than wealth. Once more, it was the humility of the King that caused him to be much blessed and showered with treasures and triumphs over his enemies.


Solomon’s reputation for wisdom – a gift believed to reflect God’s own wisdom – began a tradition where wisdom was always connected with the gifts of Kings. In the book of Wisdom of Solomon, supposedly written by him but probably written much later, in the first century BC, addressed to Kings and advising the need for wise counsel, justice and virtue, it says that ‘a sensible king is the stability of any people’.8


If wisdom, due to Solomon, was ever after seen as a necessary attribute of monarchs, so was anointing a sign of a monarch’s right to rule, through its symbolising God’s choosing this person for kingship and bestowing blessings.


The idea of anointing with oil to denote special blessings from God came early in Scripture, with Moses commanded by God to prepare holy oils with which to bless places and vessels for religious rituals.9


Coronations in the Old Testament involved priests, prophets and the respected elders of the community, as well as the people whose acclamation of the monarch was an essential part of the ceremony. Anointing – a sign of the sacred nature of kingship – was adopted into their coronations by the Jews from other societies around them, including the Syrians and the Egyptians.


The first book of Samuel records that when the elders asked the prophets to choose a king, it was the ritual of anointing that singled out Saul: ‘Then Samuel took the horn of oil, and anointed him in the presence of his brothers; and the spirit of the Lord came mightily upon David from that day forward.’10


There are several references in the Old Testament to David’s anointing by a priest – the moment when he passed from being a highly respected individual to someone touched by the divine. Psalm 89:20–21 says:


 


I have found my servant David;


with my holy oil I have anointed him;


my hand shall always remain with him;


my arm also shall strengthen him.


 


And it is also recorded that Samuel anointed David with a horn of oil and ‘the Spirit of the Lord came mightily upon David from that day forward’.11


The horn of oil was also used at the coronation of Solomon – the ceremony that is the foundation of all coronations of English monarchs at Westminster Abbey and even before those ceremonies. The Old Testament verses of 1 Kings 1:39 and 1 Chronicles 29:22–23 notably refer to all the aspects of Christian coronation used since in Britain: from the choosing of the monarch to the religious service with its rituals, including the anointing of oil by a priest, then the acclamation of the people and finally enthronement.


The first recorded coronation to use the words of 1 Kings 1:38–40 was that of Edgar, the Saxon king crowned in 973 in Bath. The day chosen was Pentecost, the feast that marks the coming of the Holy Spirit upon the apostles – a sign that Dunstan, the Archbishop of Canterbury who led the ceremony, and his fellow churchmen, saw as a moment of particular blessing for the monarch.


The account of Edgar’s crowning, recorded in a life of St Oswald, Archbishop of York, recalls that Edgar prostrated himself before the altar and then made his sacred pledges to God that he would work for peace, justice and mercy.


Then came the moment of unction – the anointing of Edgar’s head by the bishops with holy oil or chrism, poured from an animal’s horn, accompanied by prayers invoking the Old Testament Kings as exemplars of the virtues that Edgar would be blessed with, and calling on the Holy Spirit to descend on the new King.12


The most solemn moment of all was the anthem Unxerunt Salomonem, with its words from 1 Kings 1:38–40 and, since the time of George III, sung at every coronation to Handel’s music:


 


Zadok the Priest and Nathan the prophet anointed Solomon King.


And all the people rejoiced, and said:


God save the King!


Long live the King!


May the King live for ever,


Amen, Hallelujah.


 


At Elizabeth II’s ceremony, Handel’s music was played first and then, after she had been anointed with oil on her palms, breast and head, the words were invoked again, when the Dean of Westminster prayed:


 


And as Solomon was anointed King


by Zadok the priest and Nathan the prophet,


so be thou anointed, blessed, and consecrated Queen


over the Peoples, whom the Lord thy God


hath given thee to rule and govern.


 


As Roy Strong put it in his history of the coronation, ‘All this, for over a thousand years has been re-enacted at every coronation . . . it is extraordinary to grasp that its roots lie as far back as the last quarter of the tenth century.’13


If anointing in the Old Testament symbolises the blessing of God and the trust he puts in the anointed one, then the King in turn is perceived as a source of blessings on his people, with continual references to Kings as sources of wisdom, good judgement and righteousness, and upholding divine order through their human authority.


Of all the books that explore kingship – and they include Proverbs – it is the book of Psalms that offers the most insight into the idealised visions of kingship known to the Jews. The psalms highlight the King, as do the history books of the Old Testament, as a servant, as God’s son and as someone with whom God has a covenant.


Some Old Testament scholars have also highlighted that some of the psalms may well have been written for enthronement ceremonies, while others were used for royal anniversaries, birthdays and other celebrations. At these moments, the connection would be made between God’s kingship and human kingship.


John Eaton, in his discussion of kingship, suggests that the psalms were used to show that the King had been anointed and blessed to serve God: ‘Through him God sends out justice, care and health to nature and society. It is God’s laws that he must uphold. He witnesses to the world and preaches of God’s sovereignty and faithfulness. To God he turns with all the burdens of his people.’14


It is a description akin to those of Christ as depicted in the Gospels: the rabbi who taught and continues to teach his followers, advocating God’s love and his faithfulness.


The Gospels, though, depict Jesus as more than one type of King: a royal King in the line of David, a King recognised by his followers and a King derided by his enemies. The Gospels of Matthew and Luke both underline the importance of Jesus’ role as the heir of David with their accounts of his genealogy, taking the reader through a family tree whose branches include Abraham, David and later Kings of Israel. The angel of the Lord, who appears to Joseph in a dream to tell him Mary is to bear a son, calls him Joseph, son of David, while the angel who appears to the shepherds in the fields near Bethlehem speaks of a child born in David’s town and of David’s line. This King, like David, is born in a humble setting in Bethlehem rather than in the grandeur of Jerusalem.


If the shepherds – the lowliest members of the community – venerate this King born among them, then the Kings who come to worship him show that this is someone who is to be the lord of all, both rich and poor. The gifts they bring are also a reminder that he is an heir to Solomon as well as David, reflecting the gifts of gold, spices and precious stones brought by the Queen of Sheba to Solomon.15


These tributes to Jesus’ kingship are replicated in the Gospels by people acclaiming Christ as a King. Nathanael, sitting beneath a fig tree, says, ‘Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel!’ – a triumvirate of roles – a teacher, a divine lord and an earthly one. It is noticeable that he acclaims Jesus in this way after Jesus has said of Nathanael, ‘in [him] there is no deceit’, indicating he is straightforwardly telling the truth.16


But Jesus’ kingship is celebrated in the most striking way when he enters Jerusalem, acclaimed by the crowd. It is a triumphal route, with his followers spreading before him their clothes and branches cut from the trees. It is significant that all four Gospel writers record these events, with Mark’s narration including people crying out, ‘Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David!’, while Luke records that the disciples shouted out, ‘Blessed is the King who comes in the name of the Lord!’17 This is a quote from Psalm 118:25–26, and it is also mentioned in Matthew 23:39 and Luke 13:35 as part of the traditional festive Hallel, sung each morning by the temple choir during the Feast of Tabernacles, and therefore very well known to the Jewish people.


The Catholic theologian Edward Schillebeeckx says that both Matthew and Mark emphasise that Jesus has a hereditary claim to the throne of Israel through David, while Luke and John present him as already the King of Israel. But is this an earthly kingship, a threat to the Roman Empire, or something else – a spiritual kingship?18


It is certainly a kingship that the Gospel writers wanted to convince Christians had been foretold. The writers of the Synoptic Gospels record that Jesus enters Jerusalem on a colt, although Matthew mentions both a colt and a donkey, while John mentions a donkey. Both Matthew and John refer to the fulfilling of the prophecy of Zechariah 9:9, with Matthew writing it:


 


Tell the daughter of Zion,


Look, your king is coming to you,


humble, and mounted on a donkey,


and on a colt, the foal of a donkey.19


 


The historicity of this episode may be debatable – there are variations between the Gospel writers – but the procession’s meaning is clear. This is a King acclaimed by the crowd and especially by his followers, and yet it is not entirely a predictable scene of triumph. Just as Zechariah foretold a King of humility on a donkey, so do the Gospel writers emphasise that Jesus is not an imperial warlord of a King to rival the Roman Empire, riding on a magnificent horse; rather, he comes into Jerusalem in what New Testament scholars Marcus Borg and John Dominic Crossan consider a ‘counterprocession’, unlike that of the Romans in charge in Jerusalem.20


So we have a sense in these accounts that the crowds recognise Jesus’ majesty, but his understanding of his kingship – indeed, of kingship as a whole – is different from theirs. He chooses a donkey or ass, a sign of humility, rather than superiority. There is no account of his rejecting the people’s acclamation, but their interpretation of what a King is does not match his. This is not a King who encourages pomp and circumstance but instead goes on to weep over Jerusalem and clear the money-changers from the Temple – a literal overturning of the tables that can also be taken as a metaphor for how Jesus will upend understanding of a kingly role.21


It is in the Passion narratives that Jesus the King most clearly emerges – and a King who is not only a person of humility, but also humiliated, in his efforts to sacrifice his life for humanity.


The narratives reveal Jesus being mocked as a King by those who seek to destroy him, but taken together they indicate a complex idea of what kingship is – not just in terms of what it means regarding Christians honouring their God, but it also can lead to a reinterpretation of what being a Christian monarch means.


Earlier in John’s Gospel, he records an episode which indicates that Jesus is not willing to be a King on human terms; he has not come to be King of the Jews in the political sense, as an alternative to the occupying Romans. The moment comes after Jesus has fed the five thousand – something that fills the crowd with wonder, and they say, ‘This is indeed the prophet who is to come into the world.’


But then John writes, ‘When Jesus realized that they were about to come and take him by force to make him King, he withdrew again to the mountain by himself.’22


Instead, the King he was about to become was one who would be mocked and derided, but would also be a source of redemption. Rather than a King of glory and triumph, the Passion narratives describe a King who is more akin to the biblical scapegoat, cast out into the wilderness after the Jewish chief priest had symbolically laid the sins of the people upon it.23


It is Pilate – representative of the Roman occupying forces – who first asks Jesus, as this Passion drama moves relentlessly to its climax on Calvary, ‘Are you the King of the Jews?’ – a question recorded by Matthew (27:11), by Mark (15:2), by Luke (23:3) and by John (18:33). ‘You say so,’ is Jesus’ response, throwing it back to Pilate. But in John’s Gospel, he goes further, underlining that he is rewriting the rules of kingship: ‘My kingdom is not from this world. If my kingdom were from this world, my followers would be fighting to keep me from being handed over to the Jews.’ And then, as Pilate asks again, ‘So you are a king?’ he replies, ‘You say that I am a king. For this I was born, and for this I came into the world, to testify to the truth. Everyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voice.’ And Pilate asks him, ‘What is truth?’24


Another idea of kingship – standing up for the truth – is introduced here. Pilate shows Jesus to the crowd, then calls him ‘the King of the Jews’, although whether he means the spiritual King that Jesus has described or a territorial King remains ambiguous as the Jews reject him, wanting Pilate to free Barabbas instead.


Then comes Jesus’ mock coronation, with many of the elements familiar to crownings: the Roman soldiers dress him in a robe, they weave a crown out of thorns and, in Matthew’s Gospel, hand him a reed to hold, as if a mock sceptre, symbol of a monarch’s power and authority.25 The Roman soldiers mock him with their cries of ‘Hail, King of the Jews!’


The continuing tensions between Jesus’ divine kingship and what those surrounding him perceive as his claim to earthly power continues with Pilate, now filled with foreboding about his part in this troubling man’s downfall, presenting him to the crowd, which calls out, ‘If you release this man, you are no friend of the emperor. Everyone who claims to be a king sets himself against the emperor.’26


The Jews know full well that this would be a capital offence, for the Romans would see Jesus as putting himself up against the puppet-king Herod, and therefore a threat to the Empire. And so the journey of Jesus continues to Calvary, where, nailed to the cross, a sign is placed above his head: Iesus Nazarenus Rex Iudeorum – Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews.


So who is this King? The theologian and church historian Ian Bradley suggests that Jesus is turning the world upside down: ‘His statement [to Pilate] that his kingdom is not of this world suggests rather that it has a more radical quality, either being essentially spiritual and rooted in heaven rather than earth, or counter-cultural and opposed to the values of this world.’27


What is particularly evident in rereading the New Testament’s account of kingship is that it is paradoxical. For it contains not only references to Jesus, heir to the kingship of David and therefore an actual King, and episodes that highlight Jesus as a prophet, standing for the truth, as well as a spiritual King, seated at the right hand of the Father after he ascends to glory. But we also have the emerging idea of the Servant King – a theology that has become more popular in recent years. It moved from academic circles to the mainstream with Graham Kendrick’s 1989 hymn, ‘The Servant King’, which focuses on the idea of Christ coming to serve as much as to be worshipped, and to call his followers to do the same vocation:


 


So let us learn how to serve


And in our lives enthrone Him


Each other’s needs to prefer


For it is Christ we’re serving.28


 


In 2016, Bible Society, together with two other organisations, produced a booklet to mark the Queen’s ninetieth birthday. Its title was notable – The Servant Queen and the King She Serves – and it seems reasonable to presume that the Queen approved of it, given she wrote the foreword, in which she said, ‘I have – and remain – very grateful to you for your prayers and to God for His steadfast love. I have indeed seen His faithfulness.’29


This suggests, therefore, that the Queen makes a strong connection between the theology of the Servant King and the idea of following in his footsteps as a royal sovereign, serving the people.


The idea of service is one that is expressed in the Feast of Christ the King, instituted by Pope Pius XI in 1925 in the liturgical calendar of the Roman Catholic Church, and adopted by many other denominations since, including the Anglican, Methodist and Lutheran Churches. Since 1969, Catholics celebrate the feast on the last Sunday of the liturgical year, before the start of Advent when they prepare for the coming of the King to Bethlehem.


The Collect, used for all three of the liturgical cycles, includes a prayer:


 


That the whole creation, set free from slavery,


May render your majesty service


And ceaselessly proclaim your praise.30


Year B’s Gospel is John’s account of Jesus’ conversation with Pilate: ‘You say that I am a king . . . for this I came into the world, to testify to the truth,’ while Year C turns attention of the faithful to Luke’s account of the cross – the mockery of the soldiers, saying, ‘If you are the King of the Jews, save yourself!’; the inscription of ‘Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews’, and the thief, crucified beside Jesus, asking him, ‘Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.’31 But is it the Gospel for Year A that makes the strongest connection between the King and the idea of service. Matthew records Jesus making the connection between the Son of Man and the King. The Son of Man, on judgement day, he reports Jesus saying, will be seated on his throne and will divide people as a shepherd separating sheep from goats. And to the sheep on his right, he will say, Jesus tells the disciples:


 


For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me . . . Truly I tell you, just as you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to me.32


 


Fr Robert Gay, prior of the Priory of the Holy Spirit, Oxford, and a theologian at Blackfriars, Oxford, has written that the Feast of Christ the King helps people to reflect:


 


The King’s throne is always a symbol of his authority and power. But in this too Jesus turns the normal world order on its head. His enthronement is on Calvary, when he’s lifted up on the throne of the Cross. In his pain, his nakedness and his vulnerability, he reveals the depth of God’s love. He’s shown as a king who doesn’t exploit the weakness and frailty that weighs us down. Instead, he makes these things his own: he shares in our vulnerability, and then lifts us up through it . . .


Christ’s kingship is a crucial doctrine. It reveals to us who Jesus is and what he achieves for us. And it helps us to realise that we don’t stand over and above others, but with others.33


 


Can this view that Christians do not stand over and above others but with others work as a philosophy or theological foundation for monarchy?


If that monarchy is patterned less on power and more on justice, wisdom, sacrifice and humility, then it can. In previous eras, there might have been more emphasis put on a King’s grandeur, martial force and temporal power. A monarch would have turned to the reassuring words of St Paul: ‘Let every person be subject to the governing authorities.’34


Or this advice of St Peter: ‘For the Lord’s sake accept the authority of every human institution, whether of the emperor as supreme, or of governors, as sent by him to punish those who do wrong and to praise those who do right . . . Honour everyone: Love the family of believers. Fear God. Honour the emperor.35


This countercultural strand of Christian thinking – that the first should be last – has remained nevertheless a powerful one for this country’s monarchy. It is powerfully articulated in the ritual of Maundy Thursday and the distribution of gifts by the monarch.


The word ‘Maundy’ derives from the mandatum, or command, that Jesus gave his followers at the Last Supper to love one another, while he also washed their feet: ‘You call me Teacher and Lord – and you are right, for that is what I am. So if I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet. For I have set you an example, that you also should do as I have done to you.’36


A medieval tradition of bishops and abbots washing the feet of the poor, known as the pedilavium, after the Latin for washing feet, developed first, followed by a monarchical version of the ceremony.


The first King recorded as giving Maundy alms was John, who gave clothing, forks, food and other items to the poor in Yorkshire. Then in 1213, at a ceremony in Rochester, he gave thirteen pence to thirteen men, a number that was a reminder of the thirteen – Jesus and his apostles. Evidence exists that the practice continued in varied forms by other later monarchs, with Henry IV decreeing that the number of pence given should reflect the monarch’s age.


Some monarchs took the ceremony very seriously. Mary I is recorded as washing the feet of forty-one women in 1556, the year of her forty-first birthday, as she knelt before them, and also gave them forty-one pence each plus other gifts of bread, fish and clothes, including her own gown.37


Not all monarchs endured the drawbacks of meeting the poor. When the plague made its way through the country, the monarch declined to attend, sending an official instead. According to historian Brian Robinson, others often washed the feet of the poor first so that the monarch avoided the smells and dirt of unwashed feet. But Charles II, after the Restoration, attended even during plague years in 1661 and 1663.


By the end of the seventeenth century, the involvement of the monarch was minimal, with the Lord High Almoner washing feet instead until 1737, and after that gifts such as clothing were distributed, and coins too – to the same numbers of people as the sovereign’s age. While the Maundy ritual had first moved to churches close to where the monarch was residing – whether Greenwich, Windsor or Richmond – it finally took place every year at the Chapel Royal.


By the twentieth century, members of the Royal Family would attend, particularly Princess Helena, Queen Victoria’s third daughter, and her own daughter, Princess Marie Louise. After Marie Louise’s attendance in 1931, she suggested that her cousin, George V, should distribute Maundy money the following year. Although he agreed, it was the only time he did so during his reign, although his son, Edward VIII, carried out the distribution during the only year of his reign, 1936. His brother, George VI, whose reign was dominated by war, made the distribution in 1940 for the first time and then not again until 1944, with the Lord High Almoner carrying out the ritual on his behalf in other years.


It is Elizabeth II who has been the most assiduous distributor of Maundy money, and has taken the tradition around Britain to different cathedrals. In this sense the service has become rather like a royal pilgrimage: it is the only occasion in the year when the recipients of an award do not travel to meet the Queen, but she travels to them.


The service, wherever it is held, follows the same rubrics. There are always two readings, of which the first is John 13:34 which contains the mandatum from which Maundy Thursday gets its name, and the second is the account of the Last Judgement, from Matthew 25:34–40, when people are challenged as to how they have treated others:


 


Then the king will say to those at his right hand, ‘Come, you that are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world; for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me.’ Then the righteous ones will answer him, ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry and gave you food, or thirsty and gave you something to drink? And when was it that we saw you a stranger and welcomed you, or naked and gave you clothing? And when was it that we saw you sick or in prison and visited you?’ And the king will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me.’


 


Today, the gifts of food and clothing are long gone, and instead there are two gifts: a white leather bag containing special Maundy coins and a red leather one containing other money. A man and a woman are chosen for each year of the Queen’s age, and the money also represents the years she has lived. Six silver dishes are used to hold the gifts; one, the traditional Maundy Dish, forms part of the Royal Regalia and is held at the Tower of London when not in use. All six dishes date from the reign of Charles II. Anthems are sung by the choir of the Chapel Royal and the local choir while the Maundy gifts are distributed, ending with Handel’s ‘Zadok the Priest’ – a reminder, each year, of the monarch’s crowning and the links of this monarchy to Scripture and its profoundly influential ideas of kingship.


Today, in the twenty-first century, human kingship, founded on Christ the King, offers a Gospel interpretation of the role: a sense of service, a life of sacrifice, and gifts to be offered to Christ, as Kings drawn to the stable of Bethlehem once brought gifts too.


Monarchy in Britain has undergone profound change over the centuries, yet its foundation has remained in Christian notions of kingship, shaped by Scripture. Faith is at the heart of monarchy, yet it has scarred it too. And nobody scarred it more than the first English monarch to be named Defender of the Faith, Henry VIII. The earthquake of his changes and those of the Reformation are what I shall turn my attention to next.
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The home-grown pope: how the Reformation and its aftermath changed the monarchy and its relationship with religion


In 1519, Henry VIII was considered one of the great Renaissance princes of Europe. A patron of the arts, a talented musician, with a fine physique and athletic prowess, the golden-haired King was also a devoted husband and father and an equally devoted Catholic. Religion and culture came together when he wrote In Defence of the Seven Sacraments, becoming the first English monarch since Alfred the Great to publish a book.


In Defence of the Seven Sacraments was Henry’s riposte to Martin Luther, whose writings, including his Ninety-Five Theses – an attack on the Catholic Church’s sale of indulgences – were circulating in England by then. The treatise delighted Pope Leo X, who awarded Henry with the title Fidei Defensor, Defender of the Faith, on its publication in 1521.


But within a few years, all would change. Henry’s devotion to his wife, Catherine of Aragon, and delight in his daughter, Mary, born in 1516, would turn to frustration. Continually wary of rival countries and rival monarchs, especially those of France and Scotland, Henry was increasingly paranoid about his lack of a male heir to seal England’s future as a Tudor redoubt. His wife, Queen Catherine, had been pregnant several times, including giving birth to a boy, Henry, in 1511, but he died after seven weeks.


By 1525 was Catherine was thirty-nine – six years older than Henry – and it was seven years since she had last been pregnant, with a child who was stillborn. The fact that King Henry had only a Princess as his heir did not, it seems, disturb the Queen. As Tudor historian Tracy Borman puts it, ‘As the daughter of Europe’s great warrior queen, Isabella of Castile, Catherine did not see this as a disaster. But to her husband and his subjects, it was little short of a catastrophe.’1


To Henry, after sixteen years of marriage and with his wife heading to her fortieth birthday, it seemed that time was running out for him to have a legitimate heir. He had had other children with other women, including thriving sons, so he must have believed that the problem lay with Queen Catherine. And his wandering eye had also alighted on Anne Boleyn, who had arrived at court in 1522. The Boleyns were a family on the make, who had enjoyed, thanks to Anne’s father Thomas, a rise from tenant farms to gentry with titles and a court presence. They were also known to the King: Henry had fathered a child by Mary Boleyn, Anne’s sister. Historians seem to agree that Anne was a more able tactician than her sister, holding out against the King’s desire for a sexual relationship for some time, likely with her eye on a bigger prize.


If Henry was to discard Catherine, make Anne his queen and sire an heir, there were monumental diplomatic and theological hurdles to overcome. Henry’s determination, supreme self-confidence, concern for the Tudors’ destiny and obsession with Anne Boleyn was to change England and the monarchy’s relationship with religion for ever. The Defender of the Faith was to become the destroyer of all that he had once held dear.


It would also mark a dramatic end to the relationship of English monarchs with the papacy, to whom they had owed allegiance for generations. They had fought the Crusades, defending Christianity against the infidels. They had built grand churches and chapels to honour their faith. Henry was to change all that.


However, ambition was not the sole province of the King. Others also yearned for prizes, and they were to be Henry’s confidants as he strove to break his bond with first Catherine and then the Roman Catholic Church. The first was Thomas Wolsey, son of a butcher who shone at court, first made royal almoner in 1509, the year of Henry’s succession and marriage to Catherine. This role gave him enormous power over Henry’s financial and ecclesiastical matters, leaving the King time for his other interests, from jousting to banqueting. Wolsey was eventually appointed cardinal, a role that encompassed far more than church matters and included what was effectively propaganda for Henry, including the showstopping Field of the Cloth of Gold in 1520. Created as a two-week event to celebrate accord between Henry’s England and Francis I’s France, it involved effort on the part of each monarch to outshine the other.


But organising showmanship was put to one side as Henry turned to Wolsey to make the King’s case to Rome for an annulment of his marriage. The entire case rested on Catherine’s previous marriage to Henry’s late elder brother, Arthur, Prince of Wales. The Spanish Princess’ marriage to the heir to the English throne was organised by her parents, Ferdinand and Isabella, and Henry VII as a political and diplomatic coup, sealing a deal between the two nations that would put France’s nose out of joint, when Catherine was just three years old. She and Arthur married in 1501, when she was fifteen, at a spectacular marriage service in St Paul’s Cathedral, where she was led into the church by a ten-year-old Prince Henry. The wedding was followed by a pageant at Richmond Palace, celebrating the union of England and Spain, and with one allegorical scene suggesting Henry VII was the equivalent of God the Father and Arthur as Christ.


But Arthur died just five months later, some suggesting that he was taken suddenly by a sweating sickness while others suggested that he was already ill. Catherine’s doctor commented that at the wedding Arthur already looked ill, and that he had ‘never seen a man whose legs and other bits of his body were so thin’. He later went on to claim that Arthur would have been too weak to consummate the marriage, something that Catherine herself was to claim and which would be key in her later dispute with her second husband, Henry, over the validity of their marriage.2


Arthur’s death was both an emotional blow and a political one for Henry VII, and deeply problematic for this young girl, now cast adrift as a widow in England, albeit a royal one. A year after Arthur’s death, his mother Elizabeth of York followed him to the grave, and Henry VII, grief stricken but also keen to salvage his alliance with Spain, offered to marry the widowed Princess of Wales. Catherine’s parents were horrified that the elderly, white-haired King should take his daughter-in-law as his bride, and rejected the deal. Another deal then appeared on the table: for Catherine to marry her brother-in-law, Prince Henry. The negotiations over the marriage would take years, so long that the old King died before they were completed. On 11 April 1509, Henry VIII acceded to the throne; on 11 June he married Catherine, and they were crowned almost two weeks later.


The marriage to Catherine had not only involved lengthy disputations with Spain before it could go ahead. Henry, crucially for his future plans regarding Anne Boleyn, had also secured a papal dispensation. Eighteen years later, he asked for another papal dispensation, arguing that his marriage to Catherine had gone against Scripture, with its prophecy, ‘If a man takes his brother’s wife, it is impurity; he has uncovered his brother’s nakedness; they shall be childless.’3


The existence of Princess Mary and the son who had lived little more than a week proved the couple was not childless. Catherine’s argument was akin to her doctor’s: her marriage to Arthur had not been consummated. Therefore she had not really been married to him, so Henry had not married his brother’s wife at all.


Henry, however, was convinced this was his route out of marriage to Catherine. As the Queen’s biographer, Giles Tremlett, puts it, ‘The King’s apparent attack of moral panic raised the question of who, or what, had stirred his suddenly troubled conscience.’4


But he had the means, he believed, to make use of this scriptural warning to solve his marital quandary. On 17 May 1527, a hearing was held in Cardinal Wolsey’s town palace at York Place, Westminster, involving Wolsey, the King, the Archbishop of Canterbury and doctors of law in what was an ecclesiastical court. On trial was the King: given the evidence that he had gone against God by living with his brother’s wife, he therefore had committed a terrible sin.


The trial was, of course, not a trial at all, but a farce, set up to find that the King had committed this awful sin and endangered his soul, and so this sin – marriage to Catherine – must be brought to an end. Meanwhile, the other party, Queen Catherine, was not made aware of this gathering of men convening to destroy her marriage.


Catherine had been living in isolation for some time. Her Spanish ladies had been expelled; her daughter had been sent away to live in the Welsh Marches and govern Wales; her husband was often away. Wolsey put her under the watch of spies and informants; she was only allowed to have meetings with her nephew Charles V’s envoy, Iñigo de Mendoza, if they were organised by Wolsey. She was increasingly isolated.


The difficulty for Henry and his decision to go down the ecclesiastical court route was that if it were to declare that Henry’s marriage were sinful, it would effectively be saying that a previous pope, Julius II, had been wrong to give a dispensation to allow Henry to marry Catherine. Wolsey’s court found this so thorny a problem that it did not make a decision but decided instead to further consult theologians.


Despite her isolation, Queen Catherine quickly found out about the secret sessions at York Place and was able to inform Spanish ambassador Mendoza. He in turn informed Charles V, the Holy Roman Emperor and Catherine’s nephew. What they all knew was that Wolsey could not make the final decision; it would have to be the Pope’s.


There was also the issue of public opinion. Catherine was a popular queen and mother of the one legitimate heir. Whispers began circulating about Henry’s intentions. Surviving letters written by Mendoza describe what was happening in England: ‘Not that the people of England are ignorant of the King’s intentions, for the affair is as notorious as if it had been proclaimed by the town crier. They cannot believe that he will ever carry so wicked a project into effect.’5


Other family members were also involved in the dispute but did not play well for Henry. The current Pope, Clement VII, would have noted Henry until this time as a keen upholder of Catholicism – his cousin, Leo X, had given Henry his title of Defender of the Faith – and was unmoved by Henry’s Leviticus arguments. They could be countered by a verse in Deuteronomy advocating the exact opposite – that it was the duty of a man to take his dead brother’s wife.6 He was also at the mercy Charles V, whose troops occupied Rome itself in May 1527. Pope Clement sought refuge in the Castel Sant’Angelo, beside the Tiber. Powers in Europe were getting involved and their sympathies lay with the Aragon Princess, now threatened with becoming Henry’s discarded Queen.


While spies had watched the Queen, other forces also made use of espionage. Love letters between Henry and Anne Boleyn and intercepted by Rome still exist in the Vatican archives, revealing a game of cat and mouse. They were dominated by Anne, who resisted the King’s advances, indicating that they would displease God and the Queen. Henry would not be deterred and secretly proposed to Anne.


But the battle to make her his wife continued for six long years. As David Starkey notes, ‘Not even Wolsey could change the reality of European power politics.’7


Pope Clement prevaricated, until he eventually made a concession to Henry – that the court case for the annulment should be heard in London, although it would be heard not only by Wolsey but also by another cardinal, Lorenzo Campeggio.


The idea emerged, backed by Henry, taken up by English bishops and indeed supported by Campeggio, that the whole problem could be solved if Catherine were to take herself off to a nunnery and live a life of chastity ever after. But the Queen showed an iron will: she would not cave in.


In November 1528, Catherine tested the waters of public opinion. The hearing moved from Rome to London and was to take place at the Dominican friary, Blackfriars, beside the Thames and close to the royal residence of Bridewell. Because the new palace had no chapel, there was a raised gallery connecting it to the friary, and as Catherine walked along it, crowds below cheered her. It was clear evidence that not only was Europe uneasy about Henry’s moves against the Queen, but so were his own subjects.


Henry’s response was to embark on a PR mission of his own, summoning dignitaries, including the Lord Mayor of London and his aldermen as well as judges, to hear him declare how troubled he was, how much he wanted to make England a place of peace, how he feared that he and the Queen should not continue to live together in adultery and how hurt he would be if the court were to rule that he would have to move aside his wife. It did not go down well.


Continual reasons for postponement held up the case. Campeggio appears to have been ordered by Pope Clement to drag things out, giving Catherine a chance to avoid the vigilance of Henry’s men and get a letter to the pope. The Queen might have been persuaded to enter a convent – some of the pope’s own advisers, including Cardinal Giovanni Salviati, thought she should for her own sake – but this was not just about her future. It was also about her daughter Mary.


The hearing eventually began in May 1529 with both the King and the Queen due to appear in court on 18 June. This was unlike anything seen before: the monarch and his consort would appear in a court, on opposing sides, in scenes worthy of the greatest playwrights. Placed on opposing sides of the court, the two cardinals representing the pope were also seated there, as well as England’s bishops. And squeezing in to watch the spectacle were ordinary citizens.


The most memorable moment of the trial came when Catherine rose to speak. She walked past the bishops to kneel at her husband’s feet and told him – and the court, the pope and the people:


 


Sir, I beseech you for all the loves that hath been between us, and for the love of God, let me have justice and right, take of me some pity and compassion, for I am a poor woman and a stranger born out of your dominion, I have here no assured friend, and much less indifferent counsel: I flee to you as to the head of justice within this realm.


 


She went on to defend herself as a true wife and mother, not a childless woman:


 


This twenty years I have been your true wife or more, and by me ye have had divers children, although it hath pleased God to call them out of this world, which hath been no default in me.


 


And she then put Henry up for judgement, hinting that the truth was she had married him a virgin:


 


And when ye had me at the first, I take God to be my judge, I was a true maid without touch of man; and whether it be true or no, I put it to your conscience. If there be any just cause by the law that ye can allege against me, either of dishonesty or any other impediment to banish and put me from you, I am well content to depart, to my great shame and dishonor; and if there be none, then here I most lowly beseech you let me remain in my former estate, and receive justice at your princely hand.8


It was a remarkably powerful, clever speech, her tactics made all the cleverer by her appeal finally to Henry to give her permission to appeal directly to the pope. Backed into a corner, he did so. Catherine then left the court, though she called back, denouncing it as biased. Without Catherine, the hearings continued, with Henry looking to his supine bishops to back him. One did not.


John Fisher had been close to the Tudor monarchs for decades. He had preached at the funerals of the Tudor dynasty’s founding father, Henry VII, and his mother, Lady Margaret Beaufort. He was Prince Henry’s tutor, and it is entirely possible that he advised him on his riposte to Luther, In Defence of the Seven Sacraments.


Some weeks later, after the Defence’s publication, Cardinal Thomas Wolsey processed through the churchyard of St Paul’s Cathedral and, in front of a crowd of thirty thousand, ensured that Luther’s books were consigned to the flames of a great bonfire. While Wolsey held the King’s polemic in his hand, Fisher preached on the wrongs of the new ideas. Pope Leo X rewarded Henry with the title Fidei Defensor – Defender of the Faith.


Within five years of helping the King with his treatise, Fisher would no longer be a spiritual and theological mentor to Henry. Although not averse to theological challenge, he was concerned to work with church teaching and develop it, rather than overturn it. He was also deeply sympathetic to Queen Catherine and became her most outspoken ally. He was not cowed by appearing in the legatine court.


Fisher’s arguments went beyond protestations of Catherine’s virginity when she married Henry. He was so convinced of what he knew was the truth that he was prepared to die for it. John the Baptist had said it was impossible to die more gloriously than in the cause of marriage, said Fisher, and this was even more true after Christ’s death than it had been before. Fisher’s reference to John the Baptist was not lost on the court, nor on Henry, for the King in John the Baptist’s case – Herod – had John beheaded for questioning his change of wife.


Cardinal Lorenzo Campeggio wrote to his Italian masters to say that Fisher ‘made his appearance to say, affirm, and with forcible reason demonstrate to them that this marriage of the king and queen can be dissolved by no power, human or Divine, and for this opinion he declared he would even lay down his life’.9


Campeggio was signalling that martyrdom was indeed a possibility. If such a martyrdom were to take place, it would be the first in many years for the Catholic Church. Fisher, however, was undaunted. He went on to preach against the divorce as well. His stance was duly noted. The red of his cardinal’s garb later came to be more than just decoration and symbolism: it was the colour of the blood that really would be shed.


Fisher, of course, was not alone. Thomas More, too, was part of Queen Catherine’s faction. He had a lengthy career serving the King and became his Lord Chancellor in 1529, the role that led to his involvement in the defence of the Church. His antipathy to those who sought church reform was fierce, indeed aggressive. He saw Protestantism as heresy and a threat to society and was particularly vengeful towards those involved in translating the Bible into English. He was also, like Fisher, convinced of the authority of the pope as being greater than any other, even a King’s.


By 1530, Henry would take steps that would have lasting significance not only for himself, but also for the future of the monarchy and England’s relationship with Rome. He instructed his agents in Rome to tell the pope that he should not listen to an appeal from Queen Catherine about her marriage and that if he did not grant the annulment, Henry would break from Rome. He stated, ‘In [our kingdom] we are supreme and so rule that we recognise no superior.’10


Bit by bit, advised by his Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Cranmer, and Thomas Cromwell, who had succeeded as Henry’s right-hand man following the fall from grace and death of Cardinal Wolsey, Henry asserted his authority and compromised that of the pope in England. In February 1531, Henry ordered Convocation, the parliament of the English Church, to recognise him as sole protector and supreme head of the Church in England. A year later, he ordered the clergy to no longer make payments to Rome and instead supply them to the King’s own treasury – handy sums which made Henry one of the richest monarchs in Europe.


There was more: in 1533 the right to appeal to Rome in ecclesiastical cases was junked, and twelve months after that, it was ruled that the law of the Church would be dependent on the consent of the King. New laws meant the English could not criticise the marriages of the King, nor could they refuse to swear the Oath of Supremacy, which renounced papal authority. The Act of Succession of 1534 recognised Henry and Anne’s children as lawful successors to the throne and required those asked for it to swear an oath endorsing this. And finally, the Act of Supremacy, of November 1534, recognised the King as ‘the only Supreme Head on earth of the Church of England’.


It was the final curtain coming down on England’s loyalty to Rome. It was done with, as far as Henry was concerned. What had begun as a desire for Henry to rid himself of one wife and take another and have a legitimate male heir had become a dispute over authority – authority of the pope versus authority of the monarch. Because the whole row began with a debate over the ultimate court of appeal in canon law, this assertion of England as a nation no longer beholden to the pope owed its origins to a dispute over who was chief magistrate.


At one point Henry was so confident that he would secure an annulment that he had married Anne in a private ceremony in Whitehall in 1533. It was not just about taking a wife; Anne, persuaded that marriage would be possible, had finally consented to a sexual relationship and was pregnant. Henry wanted to ensure his child would be his lawful heir. With this in mind, Cranmer and Cromwell worked to ensure that ecclesiastical appeals would be heard in England rather than Rome, and Cranmer would therefore have the right to hear the appeal for annulment. In May 1533, he pronounced Henry’s marriage to Catherine null and void and Princess Mary therefore illegitimate.11


Pope Clement was outraged and ordered Henry to take back Catherine as his wife. Henry, for his part, responded with a ceremony full of pomp to crown Anne, who was visibly pregnant, as Queen. It was a tipping point for Thomas More, who was already refusing to take the planned Oath of Supremacy recognising the King’s role as Supreme Head of the Church of England and refusing to recognise rejection of the authority of the pope. More refused to attend the coronation of Anne Boleyn as Queen.


In April 1534 More was arrested for treason and imprisoned in the Tower of London. His trial was held on 1 July 1535. The jury quickly found him guilty – a judgement that caused More to at last express his view to the court that he believed no temporal man could be head of spirituality. In other words, no earthly ruler could take the pope’s place. He was executed on 6 July at Tower Hill and buried in an unmarked grave in the chapel of St Peter ad Vincula within the confines of the Tower. His head was displayed on a pike on London Bridge, replacing that of John Fisher who had been executed two weeks earlier.


Fisher, like Thomas More, had believed that speaking out maliciously was a dangerous thing to do and that instead there was safety in silence. Unfortunately, he was duped into thinking that it was possible to say in private what he really believed. He confirmed then that he rejected Henry as Supreme Head of the Church of England. By doing so he had effectively signed his own death warrant.


Something else determined Fisher’s fate. In Rome, Pope Clement VII had died in 1534 and had been succeeded by Cardinal Alessandro Farnese, scion of one of the great Italian aristocratic families, who became Pope Paul III. A man who wished the Catholic Church to reflect developments in learning, he chose to honour several leading reformers with cardinals’ hats. Among them were Reginald Pole, later to become Mary Tudor’s right-hand ecclesiastic, and John Fisher. Cardinals have traditionally always worn red because it is the colour of martyrdom; as the closest advisers to the pope, they are expected to be ready to shed their blood for Christ, the pope and the Church. For Fisher, that martyrdom came sooner rather than later. If Paul had thought such an honour might save Fisher’s neck, he was wrong. Instead, it infuriated Henry VIII.


On 16 June 1535, Eustace Chapuys, diplomat of the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, wrote to his boss from England, ‘As soon as the king heard that the bishop of Rochester had been created a cardinal, he declared in anger several times that he would give him another hat and send the head afterwards to Rome for the cardinal’s hat.’12


Fisher was tried in June by a court of seventeen, including Thomas Cromwell and Anne Boleyn’s father, for treason. Given that Fisher himself had already made the connection between his own case and that of John the Baptist – beheaded for challenging the remarriage of another king, Herod – Henry’s advisers decided not to risk having Fisher beheaded on John the Baptist’s feast on 24 June. However, like many of today’s PR teams, they found themselves creating more problems by fighting their corner. Their second choice of execution day was 22 June 1535, but that only served to provide another coincidence: it was the feast day of St Alban, England’s first martyr. But they went ahead, beheading Fisher on Tower Hill.


The executions caused incredulity and outrage, not only in Rome but also across Catholic Europe, that the Defender of the Faith had not only defied the authority of the pope but had also killed those who stayed loyal to Rome. There were plenty of others whose executions would follow. As Tracy Borman comments, ‘For the first time in England’s history, its people were required not only to act as the King directed, but to believe as he did.’13


This was not just about a monarch falling out with the Church. It had happened before, most memorably when Henry II clashed with Thomas Becket, his Archbishop of Canterbury, a clash that led to Becket’s assassination by four knights who believed they were following the King’s orders. On that occasion, though, King Henry was penitent, and made his own pilgrimage to the place of Becket’s death, which became one of the holiest sites in Christendom.


There was no penitence shown by this eighth Henry, but instead a firm belief in his own righteousness. The consequence was that he defined what being an English monarch was: an arbiter in matters religious as well as secular, dabbling in the stuff of people’s souls. The control and the terrorism that went with it did not, however, lead to obeisance from all of society. Plenty were pragmatic enough to think that they should follow the King’s lead. Others had been attracted to Protestantism for some time, and while Henry remained at heart a Catholic, except for allegiance to the pope, there was relief for those attracted to Protestant thinking and Lutheranism that change was on its way. They were gratified when Henry permitted the first translation of the Bible into English by William Tyndale. The Royal Injunctions Act of 1536 required all parish churches to acquire and display the newly authorised English translation of the Bible, while from 1543 onwards lessons during matins and evensong were to be read in English. This may reflect a personal enthusiasm of Henry’s for the English vernacular – or his way of reminding people that the King was now in charge, and Latin, the language of the Roman Church, was no longer the language of religion.


But there was a rump of Catholics who were shocked at what had happened, and outraged too. More had declared that he died the good King’s servant but God’s first, and he and Fisher were honoured as martyrs by those loyal to Rome.


The loyal were to be traumatised again. In February 1536, eight months after Fisher’s and More’s executions, the ‘Reformation Parliament’ met to agree to new measures legalising iconoclasm. Images, relics and shrines were to be smashed and broken – including the shrine of Thomas Becket, which Henry VIII had come to loathe. This was but the beginning.


The monasteries of England were one of its riches: powerhouses of prayer, of art, but also of money. They were prosperous places with large amounts of land in their possession. Their monastic rules also meant that they were the providers of welfare and hospitality, but Thomas Cromwell’s eye for detail and financial opportunism meant their days were numbered. Allegations, some no doubt true, of corrupt abbots living in luxury while those in the surrounding villages starved were used to justify their destruction. The Church’s loss was Henry’s gain: vast amounts of treasure, of land, even the lead from church roofs, were plundered and the profits handed over to the King’s treasury.


The price to be paid for this act of state vandalism was rebellion. Many of Henry’s subjects were outraged at the attacks on the monasteries, and there were uprisings across the Midlands and the north, including the march south in 1536 that came to be known as the Pilgrimage of Grace. Henry’s brutal response was to put to death those who opposed him, from the aristocracy to the gentry, the clergy and peasants.


Yet the very thing that had caused this rupture with Rome and with the people had also been destroyed. That same year, Henry, ever desperate for a son, had rid himself of Anne Boleyn on the grounds of her adultery and treason. Like Catherine, she had provided the King with a daughter who thrived but no son who survived.


While Henry’s marriages did not last, his reforms to the Church did, albeit some of them being revised over the centuries. There was no going back to the days when England was such a devout Catholic country that it was called [The Virgin] Mary’s Dowry. The fortunes of the monarch, England and the Church were intricately entwined.
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