
14. The King’s Great Matter 
 
So out of the gate we should probably get through the cartoon version of what happened 
when Henry VIII wanted to divorce Catherine of Aragon.  The story that many a Roman 
Catholic friend of mine has told me is that Henry found a hot new chick and decided he 

wanted to divorce his deeply devout and pious wife.  He asked the pope for a divorce, but the deeply devout and 
pious Pope who was an ardent defender of the sanctity of marriage refused and Henry in a fit of pique decided to 
pull the Church of England out of communion with the one true church.  And while there is certainly some truth in 
the cartoon version it is a lot more complicated then that.  There are really two situations and arguments that need to 
be understood in this – the first being why Henry VIII wanted a divorce and his justification for that and the second 
is how an independent Church of England resulted from this and the justification for this new reality. 
 
I’m Henry the Eighth, I am  
 
The first thing to know about Henry is that he was not supposed to be king.  He was the second son of Henry VII 
and was born in 1491.  His older brother Arthur, who was born in 1486, was the heir apparent.  His father groomed 
him for this position and had him betrothed to Catherine of Aragon in order to secure an Anglo-Spanish alliance 
against the French.  There was one slight problem with this and that was the fact that at the time of the betrothal 
Arthur was not yet 14 (the age of consent in that day) so a special papal dispensation had to be issued (which it was).  
To show that they were not too loony they waited until Arthur was 15 for the actual marriage, which took place on 
November 9, 1501.  Everything went along just fine until a little less than five months later when both he and 
Catherine became ill from “a malign vapour which proceeded from the air”1 from which Arthur died on April 5, 
1502, Catherine, however, recovered..  A little thing like the death of his son did not slow down Henry VII’s desire 
for an alliance with Spain through marriage which meant that his second son Henry was next up.  There were some 
problems with this, however, and one of them came from Leviticus 20:21 which states, “If a man takes his brother’s 
wife, it is impurity; he has uncovered his brother’s nakedness, they shall be childless.”  A papal dispensation was 
sought for this marriage to be legitimate even though Katherine argued that it had not been a real marriage because 
it had not been consummated.  “Henry would not in the normal course of events have been allowed to marry his 
deceased brother’s wife.  But in this instance the influence of the parents was so strong that the pope, Julius II, had 
been persuaded to grant a special dispensation.”2 On June 11, 1509 a 17 year old Henry VIII married the 23-year-
old Catherine of Aragon.  On June 24th the coronation of Henry took place in Westminster Abbey.  So things went 
along as well as could be for a while, however “By the year 1527 Henry had been married for eighteen years, but 
although Katherine had borne him at least three sons, and two daughters all, except one of the daughters, had died 
in infancy.  As Katherine was now forty years old it was becoming obvious that the chances of a male heir were 
slight.  England had never been successfully ruled by a woman, and the outlook was serious indeed…As early as 
1514 rumours of a ‘divorce’ were going round, but the queen was then under thirty and there was still hope.  By 
1527 hope was practically dead.”3  Now here is where things get tricky.  If you remember Katherine was already on 
her second Papal Decree (the first to be betrothed to Arthur and the second to marry Henry).  “All that was needed 
was a papal indult declaring the previous marriage null and void [because of the Leviticus thing],”4 but it was not 
that easy because politics intervened.  “Two major difficulties presented themselves.  The first was the special 
dispensation granted by Pope Julius II, the other the fact that at that moment the pope, Clement VII, could not 
afford to offend the emperor Charles V, in whose hands he was then virtually a prisoner.  Now Katherine was 
Charles’s aunt”5 And so nothing happened and Henry grew frustrated.  Through a number of maneuvers, by 1532 
Henry had, “cowed the clergy and made himself reasonably sure of the support of Parliament, Henry could go 
forward with his scheme of for cutting England off from Rome and making himself, in fact as well as in name 
‘Supreme Head’ of the Church in England.  Between 1532 and 1534 seven bills were passed through Parliament, 
each carefully designed to cut one of the threads which bound England to Rome.”6  In the midst of all of this on May 
23, 1533, “[Thomas] Cranmer brought the long divorce proceeding to an end by declaring Henry’s marriage to 
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Katherine of Aragon null and void.  Five days later his marriage to Anne Boleyn was made public.  On June 1 Anne 
was crowned as queen.  On July 11 a decree for excommunication of Henry was drawn up by the pope; and on 
September 7 Anne’s first child was born, the Princess Elizabeth.”7 
 
I’m not Henry VIII (the rest of the Church) 
 

So it is one thing to have a big fight over a divorce it is another thing to move a Church out of communion 
with Rome.  In Germany this had happened with Martin Luther and in Geneva with John Calvin, but those were 
theological differences: What was the justification for the Church of England?  In some sense we would have to wait 
until the reign of Elizabeth I for the theology to catch up to the action and the two biggest names associated with this 
justification were John Jewel and Richard Hooker.  Due to limited space, I want to mainly focus on John Jewel and 
his work Apology of the Church of England.  It is in this book that he lays out the case for the Church of England 
using two different means; one by affirming the position of the Church of England, and the other by discrediting the 
Roman and also the Orthodox Church.  Jewel had to counter the claim “that Roman Christianity alone was 
catholic, that is, that it alone was apostolic and universal.”8   As for The Church of England and its’ claim at 
Catholicity Jewel firmly put scripture at it’s center.  For Jewel this was so obvious “that he virtually ignored the 
existence of the question.”9  He does, though, defend it both by asserting that it is from God and that the early 
church fathers viewed it in the same way stating:   
 

We receive and embrace all canonical Scriptures, both of the Old and New Testament, giving thanks to 
our God, who hath raised up unto us the light which we might ever have before our eyes, lest, either by 
the subtlety of men, or by the snares of the devil, we should be carried away to errors and lies.  Also that 
these be the heavenly voices whereby God hath opened unto us his will; and that only in them man’s 
heart can have settled rest; that in them be abundantly and fully comprehended all things , whatsoever be 
needful for our salvation, as Origen, Augustine, Chrysostom , and Cyril have taught; that they be the 
very might and strength of God to attain to salvation; that they be the foundations of the prophets and 
apostles whereupon is built the church of God; that they be the very sure and infallible rule whereby may 
be tried whether the church doth stagger or err and whereunto all ecclesiastical doctrine ought to be 
called to account; and that against these scriptures neither law , nor ordinance, nor any custom ought to 
be heard; no, though Paul himself, or an angel from heaven, should come and teach the contrary. 10  
 
The center of Jewel’s argument is that the church is not something that can be administered from Rome.  In 

his defense of the Apology he responds to an assertion by Harding who argues that they are abandoning the faith 
that was brought to them by Gregory the Great.  Jewel responds by saying “For it is certain the Church of Britany, 
now called England, received not first the faith from Rome.  Lucius the king of this country, had received the Gospel 
of Christ, and was baptized, well-near one hundred and fifty years before the emperor Constantine; and the same 
Constantine, the first christened emperor, was born in this island.”11  The Church of England, then, is not something 
that was ever beholden to Rome.  It existed before Rome realized that it was there, so it is impossible for the Roman 
Church to argue that the faith found in England would not exist if Rome had not brought it to them.  There are 
naturally more arguments but we will leave it with these two that the foundation of scripture is surer than Rome and 
that the Church in England predates Roman claims on it.    

 
Questions 
1.  Do you think Henry had a case?  How many “religious” decisions end up being political ones? 
2.  What do you think it means that one of England’s greatest monarchs was female and from Henry’s second wife? 
3.  What do you think gives a denomination its legitimacy? 
4.  Have you ever been told that the Church of England is not legitimate? 
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