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HISTORY OF THE CHURCH IN A NUTSHELL

• Early History of the Catholic Church in England—
Roman, Celtic, and Saxon Roots

• Reformation and the Church of England

• Revolution and the American Episcopal Church



63 AD: 
JOSEPH OF 
ARIMATHEA 
REACHES 
GLASTONBURY 
AND BRINGS THE 
HOLY GRAIL!

THE LEGEND



THE ACTUAL HISTORY 

• Christianity spreads to Britain gradually from the late 1st C and 
finds a foothold in various places and tribes

• Various traditions and practices arise with some differences 
between Celtic and Roman traditions (e.g. the date of Easter, 
and some monastic rules)



ST.  ALBAN -- FIRST BRITISH MARTYR

St.  Alban was a Roman soldier 
in the 3rd century who 
according to the tradition met a 
missionary priest fleeing from 
an unnamed “impious prince.” 
Alban was so impressed that he 
sheltered the priest in his home. 
When soldiers came, he 
donned the robes of the priest 
and was martyred in his place.



CA 400, PATRICK IS BROUGHT FROM 
WALES TO IRELAND AS A SLAVE. HE 
ESCAPES; AND LATER RETURNS AS A 
CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY BRINGING THE 
CONTINENTAL  (ROMAN) FORM, WHICH 
WAS MADE “CELTIC” THROUGH 
GRADUAL ADAPTATION.



SAXONS OVERWHELM CELTIC AND 
ROMANO- BRITONS IN THE MID-400S 
REESTABLISHING PAGANISM. 

St.  Augustine is sent to Canterbury 
by Pope Gregory the Great in 597, 
reestablishing “Roman” Catholicism in 
England with the center at Canterbury.



HOW THE IRISH
SAVED CIVILIZATION

• Meanwhile St. Columba and other 
Irish monks were establishing 
Christianity in Scotland and the North 
of England, establishing important 
monasteries at Iona, Lindisfarne, and 
Jarrow.

• These formed the basis for the 
leadership of the church in the North.



SYNOD OF WHITBY

In the Synod of Whitby in 664, King Oswiu
of Northumbria ruled that his kingdom 
would calculate Easter and observe the 
monastic tonsure according to the customs 
of Rome rather than the customs practiced 
by Irish monks at Iona and its satellite 
institutions. 

Much of what we know from this period 
comes from the Venerable Bede, who wrote 
his Ecclesiastical History of the English 
People in 731.



NORMAN CONQUEST & THE INVESTITURE 
CONTROVERSY

• In 1066 the Normans conquered Anglo-Saxon 
England

• Norman bishops replaced Celtic and Saxon 
bishops almost overnight

• King reserved the right to appoint “invest” 
bishops, not the pope

• Struggle over this led to the martyrdom of 
Thomas a Becket in 1170

• This struggle underlay the later crisis in the 
Reformation



PROTESTANT REFORMATION

• In 1517 a German monk and scholar named Martin 
Luther publishes his 95 Theses and touches off the 
Protestant Reformation

• Key issues include (of course) money and power and 
also:
• Worship in the vernacular
• Bible in the vernacular and available to ordinary 

Christians
• Celibacy vs. married clergy
• Sacraments
• Bishops and ordained clergy
• Salvation “justification” by works or by grace 

through faith



REFORMATION IN ENGLAND

• Henry VIII publishes a book condemning Luther and is named 
by the Pope “Defender of the Faith”

• BUT, problems in Henry’s marriage. Catherine of Aragon (who 
is related to the Pope) was his late brother Arthur’s wife. She 
has a daughter, but no sons.

• Henry’s request for an annulment or a divorce is rejected.

• He divorces her anyway and is excommunicated. He stops 
paying his tithe to Rome. 

• Henry finally has a son Edward VI with Jane Seymour. He dies 
an excommunicated Catholic, but appoints Protestants as his 
son’s regents.



A TUMULTUOUS TIME

• Under Edward VI (1547-1553) England becomes officially a 
Protestant country. 

• The Archbishop of Canterbury Thomas Cranmer creates the first 
Book of Common Prayer in 1549. It is largely based on the Roman 
missal and includes rites for the Holy Eucharist, the Great Litany 
and Matins and Evensong (Morning and Evening prayer)

• Edward’s regents don’t like it because it is still too “Catholic” and a 
revised Prayer Book is published in 1552, this one much more 
based on Protestant theology.

• Edward falls ill and dies in 1553. His sister Mary becomes queen 
and immediately restores Roman Catholicism as the state religion.

• Cranmer and other leading Reforming churchmen are burned at 
the stake; in total “Bloody Mary” burned 283 heretics.



THE ELIZABETHAN 
SETTLEMENT

• Mary’s reign proved short and she died of influenza in 1558.

• Her sister Elizabeth, daughter of Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn, became 
queen and reigned from 1558-1603.

• She oversaw the true establishment of Anglicanism as the Via Media

• Prayerbook of 1559 borrowed elements from both former books

• “I have no desire to make a window into men’s minds.”

• People could believe what they would, but they needed to 
worship together with this book of common prayer.

• Defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588 brought an end to attempts to 
overthrow Elizabeth and reassert Roman Catholicism



EXAMPLE:  WORDS OF ADMINISTRATION

• 1549  “The Body of our Lord Jesus Christ, which was given for thee,
preserve thy body and soul unto everlasting life.”

• 1552 " Take and eat this in remembrance that Christ died for thee, and feed on
him in thy heart by faith, with thanksgiving.”

• 1559 “The Body of our Lord Jesus Christ, which was given for thee, preserve thy body 
and soul unto everlasting life. Take and eat this in remembrance that Christ died for thee, 
and feed on him in thy heart by faith, with thanksgiving.”



TRIUMPH OF PURITANISM

• Elizabeth died with no heirs. Her cousin, King James VI of Scotland, became James I of England. 
The Stuart dynasty proved unpopular.

• Charles I was beheaded and the Protestants in Parliament established the Commonwealth 
from 1649-1660 with Oliver Cromwell serving as Lord Protector.

• When Cromwell died, Parliament invited Charles II to become King. The 1662 Book of 
Common Prayer is still the “official” prayer book in England.

• His son James II attempted to reinstate Roman Catholicism and was essentially fired by 
Parliament in the “Glorious” or “bloodless” Revolution.  They invited his daughter Mary and 
her husband William of Orange to become King and Queen instead.



RELIGION IN THE COLONIES

• As England and other countries began to 
colonize the world, they brought their 
religion with them.

• In the American colonies, there was a 
remarkable diversity of religion with 
Anglicans, Congregationalists (Puritans), 
Presbyterians, Lutherans, Baptists, Roman 
Catholics, Quakers, Shakers, Mennonites, 
and others establishing themselves in 
different regions.



ANGLICANS BEFORE THE REVOLUTION

• America was seen as a missionary area for the Church of 
England

• All Anglicans were under the authority of the Bishop of 
London

• Missionary societies like SPG and SPCK sent priests as 
missionaries to serve congregations for limited time periods

• John Wesley (later founder of Methodism) was one such 
missionary priest 

• With no bishops and relatively few resident clergy, parish 
vestries and lay leadership became important in the 
American church.



AMERICAN REVOLUTION –
CRISIS FOR THE CHURCH

• July 4, 1776 America declares independence from Great 
Britain.

• Among other things, this causes a crisis of leadership in 
the Church.

• In the Church of England clergy swear an oath to the 
monarch. Many loyalist clergy fled to Canada or 
England.

• And the remaining churches were cut off from their 
Bishop in London and needed to completely rethink 
the structure of the church.



CREATION OF THE EPISCOPAL CHURCH

1784 Samuel Seabury consecrated first American bishop by Scottish
bishops (Nov. 14)

1785 "General Convention" is boycotted by Seabury and the New
Englanders because provision has not been made for a bishop to
preside.The name "Protestant Episcopal Church" is chosen.

1786 Another "General Convention" learns Archbishop of Canterbury will
ordain bishops for U.S.; Seabury is still uncooperative.

1787 William White and Samuel Provost made bishops by the Archbishop of
Canterbury.

1789 "First" General Convention of Protestant Episcopal Church in the
U.S.A., in Philadelphia. William White is Presiding Bishop. House of
Bishops and House of Deputies established, after which Seabury agrees
to come. Book of Common Prayer revised.



CHURCH STRUCTURE & POLITY

• Church mirrors the new American government—some of the same people were creating 
both at the same time!

• Kept the Catholic/Anglican orders of ministry: Bishops, Priests, and Deacons

• But wedded that hierarchical system to a representative democratic governance

• Preserved the uniquely American role and importance of the laity

• General Convention is the ultimate authority
• House of Bishops operating in some ways like the Senate

• House of Deputies includes priests, deacons, and lay people elected by dioceses

• Presiding Bishop (not archbishop) presides over the House of Bishops










