
15. After Henry VIII: Edward VI, Mary I and the 
Elizabethan Settlement 
	
With all that went on during the reign of Henry VIII it is somewhat strange to say that not 

that much actually happened in terms of the Church.  While there was certainly the break with Rome there was not 
much work done about what this non-Roman Church of England would actually be like.  To put it in overly 
simplistic terms Henry VIII was not really looking for a whole lot of reform, he just did not think that the Bishop of 
Rome should be running the Church of England.  “At the death of Henry VIII in 1547 the churches of England 
looked much as they had always looked, and the services which were conducted in them were the services which 
would have been found in any other church in Christendom, then or during the previous 500 years.”1  However 
many of the ideas that started on the continent like Lutheranism and Calvinism were getting more traction in 
England and there was a sizable group that desired to go in a more continental direction.  Also, we cannot forget that 
there was also a sizeable group that wanted England to go back to being part of the Church of Rome.  It would take 
a long time for all of this to get worked out.  Some would say that things were not even really settled until the 
Restoration and the 1662 prayer book and even more cynical observers might say that things are still not settled to 
this day.  However, that is beyond the scope of this lesson.  Today we are going to look at what happened with the 
three children of Henry VIII who ended up on the throne: Edward VI, Mary I (Bloody Mary) and Elizabeth I.  
 
Henry VIII died on January 28, 1547 at the age of 55.  Through his six marriages he managed to have one son who 
lived by his third wife, Jane Seymour.  This son was Edward VI who was nine year’s old in 1547.  As you might 
imagine there were certain protections put in place to deal with a nine-year-old king.  The result was a Council of 
Regency comprised of sixteen executers who would govern for Edward until he reached the age of 18.  With this 
Council “It immediately became clear that reforms for which many in the country had been hoping and working for 
many years would now be put in hand…Within a few month’s of Edward’s ascension the first set of royal injunctions 
was published, ordering the removal of such images or paintings in the churches as might lead to superstition, 
reducing the lights on the high altar before the Sacrament to two, forbidding the ringing of bells during Mass and 
demanding that a copy of the Book of Homilies and the Paraphrases of Erasmus should be procured for each 
parish church.  The intention behind these injunctions was to discourage superstition and promote sound learning, 
for the Paraphrases were in the nature of a commentary on the Gospels and the Homilies provided a series of twelve 
sermons on the Scriptures, Justification, Faith, Good Works, etc.”2  In 1549 Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas 
Cranmer, introduced the first Book of Common Prayer.  Cranmer was a scholar and historian and “had studied the 
life of the early Christians and was anxious to raise the worship of the Church of England as far as possible to the 
standards of the Primitive Church.”3  The Book of Common Prayer  “was imposed on the country as a schedule to 
an Act of Uniformity which demanded that whereas the past there had been a number of different ‘uses’; in England, 
from now onwards all clergy must use the new book on pain of imprisonment.  It was accompanied by an act 
legalizing the marriage of priests, an act of which a good many clergy took advantage.”4  The new prayer book 
would only last three years as the direction of the Church became more “Protestant.”  So on November 1, 1552 a 
second prayer book was introduced.  It “abandoned many of the old customs and ceremonies of worship, and by 
altering the words and phrases to bear a much more protestant interpretation.”5  Edward would die July 6, 1553 at 
the age of 15 and the protestant direction that the Church of England would quickly do an about face under the rule 
of his half sister Mary I. 
 
Mary I was the only surviving child of Henry VIII’s first marriage.  Mary was, “a half-Spaniard and fanatical Roman 
Catholic….Mary’s policy was soon made clear: it was to undo all that had been done by her father and brother and 
restore the Church in England to communion with Rome.  Within a few months of her ascension the bishops of the 
old school, who had been turned out in Edward’s reign, were restored to their sees, while such of the formers as did 
not seek sanctuary abroad were imprisoned, including Cranmer, Latimer and Ridley”6  For more fun all priests who 
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were married were removed (around 20% of all clergy).  The churches were restored to their previous level of 
ornamentation and vestments were restored.  All of this might have gone okay if she had stopped there but Mary 
could not help herself and her biggest mistake was probably marrying Philip II of Spain (making a Spaniard King of 
England).  “From every point of view Mary’s reign was a failure…If Mary had immediately succeeded her father in 
1547 things would have been different, but the five year’s of Edward’s reign had seen changes that which could not 
be suddenly reversed.  Then again, the Spanish marriage, however good the intentions which lay behind it, had 
always been unpopular and brought nothing but disaster and shame.  Again, the extent and savagery of the 
persecutions sickened and disgusted people quite accustomed to a certain amount of rough justice.  And finally, the 
fact that some of the clergy had taken advantage of Edwardine legislation and had married wives and begotten  
children created various social problems, and a good deal of antagonism was aroused when they were told that they 
must either give up their wives or their livings… When the news of the death of the queen and the cardinal was made 
public then ‘the same day all London song and sayd Te Deum laudamus in evere chyrche in London’”7   
 
When Elizabeth I ascended to the throne things were not in the best shape in England.  People were obviously happy 
to be rid of Mary but the prospect of another woman on the throne made many uneasy.  Also, in terms of religion 
the country was split three ways.  The first group was those who supported Mary in her efforts to return England 
under the authority of Rome.  The second group was for lack of a better term, the Protestants, who were happy with 
the direction Edward had taken things but wanted further movement.  The last group, and the one to which 
Elizabeth probably had the most sympathies were those, “who wished to see neither servility to Rome nor 
subservience to Geneva but a Church of England truly catholic in all essentials and yet cleansed and reformed from 
the abuses which had gathered round it during the Middle ages.”8  The main components in what became known as 
the Elizabethan Settlement were the Act of Supremacy and the Act of Uniformity, which would essentially codify 
this third position.  “The Act of Supremacy revived Henry’s legislation against Rome and Edward’s act to restore 
the Sacrament to the laity in both kinds (bread and wine – the priests used to get to keep all of the wine).  It abolished 
the jurisdiction in England of any ‘foreign prince, person, prelate, state or potentate, spiritual or temporal’, and 
imposed an oath upon all ecclesiastical and lay official acknowledging Elizabeth not as “supreme head’ but as 
‘supreme governor’ of both Church and State.”9   The other act, the Act of Uniformity, “reintroduced, with severe 
penalties for disobedience, what was practically in the Prayer Book of 1552.”10  The early years of Elizabeth’s rule 
were fairly tolerant of those who were opposed to the Church of England but that would change in 1566 when Pius 
V became Pope and set about to humiliate the “proud young woman who sat upon the throne of England.”11  A 
Papal Bull was issued which excommunicated Elizabeth and told the English that they owed Elizabeth no allegiance.  
This worked about as well as could be expected with Catholics now caught between being subjects of the Pope or of 
Elizabeth with no middle ground and it marked, “the final separation of England from Rome.”12  Rome then tried to 
take over England first through Mary, Queen of Scots (executed February 8, 1587) and then through the launch of 
the Spanish Armada in 1585 (which did not go well).  “This rapid and complete rout of the great force which had 
been assembled to conquer England and restore the power of the papacy marked the end of any real danger of 
foreign intervention in English ecclesiastical affairs, and left the Roman Catholics in England to look after 
themselves.”13 
 
Questions 
 
1.  Do you think there would have been a “smooth” way for England to separate from Rome? 
2.  Do you think some preachers could benefit from a Book of Homlies? 
3.  Could a kinder and gentler Mary have made England Roman Catholic again? 
4.  Why do religious disputes often get settled through violence? 
5.  Why do you think the Pope felt he could tell the English who their sovereign was? 
6.  Does all of this help explain why the Church of England can simultaneously look Catholic and Protestant? 
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