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The Reformation in England
Part 1 – Historical background and politics 
of the day

Timeline

1491 Henry VIII born

EUROPE Early Years

n Britain Comes Under Rome mid 
7th Century

n Parts never gave in
n William the Conqueror defied 

the inflexible Pope (Hildebrand) 
openly in 11th Century and got 
away with it!

Magna Carta

n Signed in 1215 after rebellion by 
nobles when King John surrendered 
England to the Pope in 1213.  

n Pope ultimately triumphed.
n Some opposition in following years 

Reformation’s Morning Star:
John Wycliffe

n Born 1329 near Richmond, Yorkshire.
n Converted in 1348 - pestilence swept through England
n Great student of Scripture and began to teach it powerfully
n Accused the priesthood of banishing Scripture
n Called for a return to the Word of God
n Country becoming unhappy with Papal excesses
n 1374 - began to preach against the Pope and influence the 

people
n Charged of heresy in 1377 but trial was abandoned in riot
n Ordered not to preach; gave up political work, preached more
n Pastored a church in Lutterworth
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The Lollards
n Wycliffe founded an order of preachers to take his 

message all over England
n These and other followers were called Lollards -

psalm-singers
n 1379 – dangerously ill and near to death.  Rome glad 

but sought recantation 
as he lay on his bed.

n “I shall not die but live
and again declare the 
evil deeds of the Friars”

Bible Translation
n Went on to finish his greatest work –

translate the Scriptures
n Maxim of Rome - reading the Bible injurious to 

the laity
n Took the Latin Bible (Vulgate) and translated  to 

English
n He knew no Greek & Hebrew.
n 10-15 years.  Completed between 1380 and 

1384. Then copyists went to work - no printing
n Called heresy by the priests! - “Learn to believe 

in the church, rather than in the gospel”

Wycliffe’s Final Days
n Wycliffe began to call the Mass a blasphemous deceit
n “A veritable abomination of desolation in the holy place”
n Greater excommunication; friends desert him
n Condemned by priests, he replied, “How canst thou, O 

priest, who art but a man, make thy Maker? What! The thing 
that groweth in the fields-that ear which thou pluckest today, 
shall be God tomorrow! As you cannot make the works which 
He made, how shall ye make Him who made the works?”

n He then challenged Rome in Parliament
n November 1382, faced down his accusers
n Spared martyrdom he expected, died Dec 31st 1384

Lollards Persecuted

n Truth continued to spread 
from Wycliffe’s followers

n 1395 – friends of the Gospel
petitioned Parliament for a 
general reform

n King Richard II returned from Ireland, forbade the 
petition and threatened death to its supporters

n In 1399, Henry IV deposed 
Richard: reformers gathered 
round, as Henry’s father had 
defended Wycliffe

n But priests persuaded Henry
to turn against the Lollards

n 1401 Act “Act for the burning of heretics” passed and 
first Lollard was burned – William Sawtre.

Henry IV
n Said he adored Christ, 

not the cross on which 
He suffered

n Priests set about 
crushing Lollards 
- declared the Pope to 
be not a mere man, 
but a true God

n Persecution continued under Henry V
n But the seed for the reformation in England had been 

sown.
n Rekindled by the events in mainland Europe:
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Hus

Reformation in Europe

Erasmus

Luther
Melancthon

Zwingli

Calvin

Meanwhile, in England: Henry VIII
n Born 1491.  Second son 

of Henry VII
n Befriended by Erasmus 

as a young prince
n Crowned 1509, aged 19
n Died 28 Jan 1547
n Reformation takes hold 

during his reign
n But he was not sole 

cause.
n Never a true friend of 

reform

Fidei Defensor – Defender of the Faith
n Conferred on Henry by Pope Leo X October 17 1521
n Reward for Henry's book Assertio Septem Sacramentorum

(Defense of the Seven Sacraments), written with the 
uncredited assistance of Thomas More.

n Opposed the ideas of the Protestant Reformation, 
especially those of Martin Luther.

n Revoked by Pope Paul III when 
Henry broke with the church but 
conferred by Parliament on 
Edward VI and successors, now 
defenders of the Anglican faith

n Title still held today

6 Wives of Henry VIII

Catherine of Aragon
n Daughter of Ferdinand, king of Spain
n Married 1501 at age 16 to Arthur, 

Prince of Wales, Henry’s elder brother
n Arthur died 1502 and Henry VII 

designed to have Prince Henry marry 
Catherine so he would not have to return her dowry 
to the king of Spain.  Initially he refused.

n After coming to the throne, he was advised to marry 
Catherine and did so 11 June 1509

Catherine’s Children
n 1510 Catherine’s first child stillborn. 
n 1511 Prince Henry, Duke of Cornwall 

born but died after 52 days. 
n Catherine then had a miscarriage, 

followed by another short-lived son. 
n On February 18, 1516 she gave birth to a daughter 

named Mary (later Queen Mary I of England). 
n There was another miscarriage in 1518. 
n Henry concluded the marriage was cursed because 

Catherine was his brother’s wife
n With no hope of a male heir from Catherine, in 1527 

Henry asked Pope Clement VII to annul the marriage.
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n Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, 
nephew of Catherine of Aragon, 
had captured Rome and the Pope
was virtually his prisoner.

n To grant Henry’s request would
also mean that the special
dispensation granted for Henry
to marry Catherine was in error.

Emperor 
Charles V

n So Clement VII stalled for 7 years and 
issued no judgment

n Henry had several extra-marital 
relationships during his marriage

n Separated from Catherine in July 1531 

Anne Boleyn
n Disputed birth date.  1501 or 1507
n 1522, Lady in Waiting to Catherine 

of Aragon in Henry’s court.
n Henry pursued Anne for over a year
n Proposed in 1527 and Anne ultimately agreed.
n Anne supported reform.  Clashed with Thomas More
n Suggested Henry follow advice of William Tyndale
n Influential in Cranmer’s appointment as Archbishop of 

Canterbury
n Also important role in advancement of Thomas Cromwell
n Henry married Anne January 1533 – before his marriage to 

Catherine was annulled.

Cardinal Wolsey
n Henry’s chief minister
n Archbishop of York and then cardinal
n Worked for Henry as a statesman

and administrator
n Dragged his heels over Henry’s request for 

annulment of marriage to Catherine.  His 
own life was in jeopardy if he attempted to grant it.

n His enemies saw Anne Boleyn as perfect tool to oust Wolsey.  
She came to know that he was standing in the way of the 
annulment.

n He was stripped of government office and property and sent 
to York.  Hatched a secret plot to gain Papal support for 
himself but this was discovered.

n Summoned to London to face charges of treason but died on 
the way November 29 1530.

The Church of England
n In defiance of Pope Clement, Henry had Cranmer annul his 

marriage to Catherine on May 23, 1533.  
n To forestall any appeal to Rome, Henry had the Act of 

Supremacy passed by Parliament, renouncing papal 
jurisdiction in England and creating Henry as head of the 
English church.  He was excommunicated in return.

n Anne was crowned in June 1533
n Had reputation as religious reformer
n Supported translation of the Bible into English
n Luther saw her coronation as a positive development
n Did not forsake some of the key Catholic doctrines such as 

transubstantiation.

Anne’s Marriage
n First child born 7 September 1533
n Elizabeth – later to be Queen
n Henry frequently unfaithful
n Miscarriage in summer 1534
n Miscarried a son in January 1536
n Henry by this time was involved with Jane Seymour 

and saw his marriage to Anne as cursed.
n Dubious charges of infidelity were brought against 

Anne in May 1536
n She was tried and executed 19 May 1536.

Henry’s Religious Reforms
n Urged by Thomas Cromwell, Parliament passed several Acts 

that sealed the breach with Rome in the spring of 1534. 
n The Statute in Restraint of Appeals prohibited appeals from 

English ecclesiastical courts to the Pope. It also prevented the
Church from making any regulations without the King's 
consent.

n The Ecclesiastical Appointments Act 1534 required the clergy 
to elect Bishops nominated by the Sovereign. 

n The Act of Supremacy 1534 declared that the King was "the 
only Supreme Head in Earth of the Church of England"; 

n Treasons Act 1534 made it high treason, punishable by death, 
to refuse to acknowledge the King as such. The Pope was 
denied sources of revenue such as Peter's Pence. 
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n Opposition to Henry's religious policies was quickly 
suppressed. 

n Several dissenting monks tortured and executed.
n Cromwell, for whom was created the post of "Vicegerent in 

Spirituals", was authorized to visit monasteries, ostensibly to 
ensure that they followed royal instructions, but in reality to 
assess their wealth. 

n In 1536, an Act of Parliament allowed Henry to seize the 
possessions of the lesser monasteries (those with annual 
incomes of £200 or less). 

n 1536, Pilgrimage of Grace uprising in Northern England. To 
appease the rebellious Roman Catholics, Henry agreed to 
allow Parliament to address their concerns and to grant a 
general pardon to all those involved.

n He kept neither promise, and a second uprising 
occurred in 1537. Leaders were convicted of treason 
and executed. 

n 1538, Henry sanctioned destruction of shrines to 
Roman Catholic Saints. 

n 1539, remaining monasteries dissolved, property 
transferred to Crown. 

n Thomas Cromwell created Earl of Essex as reward for 
his role. Abbots and priors lost their seats in the 
House of Lords; only archbishops and bishops 
comprised the ecclesiastical element of the body. 

n Lords Spiritual, (members of the clergy with seats in 
the House of Lords) were for the first time 
outnumbered by Lords Temporal. 

Jane Seymour
n Birth date problematic.  Probably 1509
n Lady in Waiting to both Catherine and

Anne.
n Henry married her on 30 May 1536, 11 days after 

Anne’s execution
n Gave birth to a male heir, the future King Edward 

VI of England on 12 October 1537. 
n Contracted puerperal fever and died on 

24 October 1537, at Hampton Court 
Palace. 

Anne of Cleves
n Born on September 22, 1515 
n The match was urged on Henry by his 

chancellor, Thomas Cromwell.
n Holbein had done a flattering portrait which pleased 

the king.  In it, he apparently hid her smallpox scars
n The reality was not as pleasing
n The marriage occurred on January 6 1540
n Was annulled July 9
n Thomas Cromwell never recovered the king’s good 

opinion

Kathryn Howard
n Born 1520-1525
n First cousin of Anne Boleyn
n Catholic for whom Henry became more 

devout
n Became lady in waiting to Anne of Cleves
n Henry married her in 1540 after annulment with 

Anne.  He was 55, obese, she in her teens
n She had lived an immoral life and this continued after 

marrying Henry.  Ultimately this was discovered.
n Adultery for a queen was equivalent to treason
n She was found guilty and executed February 13 1542

Katherine Parr
n Born about 1512
n Twice a widow before meeting Henry
n Married him July 1543
n Partly responsible for reconciling Henry with Mary 

and Elizabeth
n Developed a good relationship with Edward
n Sympathetic to the reformation
n Henry died 1547
n Katherine married once more and died from 

complications following childbirth
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Henry VIII – a Summary
n Selfish, Powerful, Capricious, Promiscuous, 
n In his youth a skilled athlete, hunter, musician and poet
n Dazzled Erasmus and promised much
n Obsessive over his succession
n Opposed the Pope and for political ends severed ties with 

Rome
n Survived the tangled web of politics between England, France, 

Spain, the Holy Roman Emperor and the Pope
n Opposed and victimized anyone he disliked or saw as a threat.  

Never sponsored reform for its own sake and victimized those 
on both sides for his own purposes.

n Yet the hearts of kings are in the hands of the Lord
n Henry perhaps inadvertently created the environment in 

which the Gospel could germinate and produce its fruit in 
England.

Any Questions?

Next week – the leaders of the reformation and their 
opponents in more detail


