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History Of The
Church Of
England

Introduction: The
Enduring Legacy of a
National Church

The  History  Of  The  Church  Of  England  is  a
tapestry woven with threads of political ambition,
theological  debate,  and  profound  cultural
transformation.  As  the  mother  church  of  the
global Anglican Communion, its origins are deeply
rooted in the soil of England, yet its influence has
spread  across  the  world.  Understanding  this
history is not merely an exercise in ecclesiastical
knowledge; it is a journey through the very heart
of  English  identity,  law,  and society.  From the
break  with  Rome  in  the  16th  century  to  its
modern role in a secular and multi-faith nation,
the Church of England has continually evolved,
seeking to be both Catholic and Reformed, both
ancient and contemporary. This article explores



the  key  events,  figures,  and  movements  that
have shaped this unique institution over nearly
five centuries.

The Seeds of Separation:
England Before the
Reformation

Before the tumultuous 16th century, England was
a devoted part of Western Christendom under the
authority of the Pope. The Church in England had
its  own  distinct  character,  with  deep-rooted
traditions,  powerful  monastic  houses,  and  a
strong sense of national identity. However, seeds
of discontent were already present. For centuries,
English monarchs had clashed with the papacy
over  issues  of  jurisdiction,  taxation,  and  the
appointment  of  bishops.  Figures  like  King John
and Henry II had their own dramatic conflicts with
Rome. Moreover, the intellectual currents of the
Renaissance  and  the  early  calls  for  reform by
figures like John Wycliffe, the “Morning Star of the
Reformation,”  had  created  an  undercurrent  of
questioning.  The stage was set  for  a  dramatic
rupture that would be triggered not by theological
doctrine alone, but by a king’s desperate need for
a male heir.
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The King’s Great Matter: Henry VIII
and the Break with Rome

The pivotal moment in the History Of The Church
Of England came with King Henry VIII’s desire to
annul  his  marriage  to  Catherine  of  Aragon.
Catherine had failed to produce a surviving male
heir,  and Henry was convinced this was divine
punishment  for  marrying  his  brother’s  widow.
When  Pope  Clement  VII,  under  pressure  from
Catherine’s nephew, Emperor Charles V, refused
to  grant  the  annulment,  Henry  took  a  radical
step. With the help of his chief minister, Thomas
Cromwell,  and  the  compliant  Archbishop  of
Canterbury, Thomas Cranmer, Parliament passed
a series of acts that severed the English Church
from papal  authority.  The  Act  of  Supremacy
(1534)  declared  the  king  “the  only  supreme
head on earth of the Church of England.” This
was not  initially  a doctrinal  reformation;  Henry
remained  theologically  conservative,  despising
the  Lutheran  reforms  sweeping  Germany.
However,  the  move  placed  the  crown  at  the
center of the church’s life, a principle that defines
the Church of England to this day.

The Edwardian



Reformation and the
Marian Reaction

Henry VIII’s death in 1547 brought his young son,
Edward VI, to the throne. Under Edward, the brief
but intense period of genuine Protestant reform
began.  Archbishop  Thomas  Cranmer,  a
committed reformer, was now free to reshape the
church’s doctrine and worship. The result was the
Book  of  Common  Prayer,  first  issued  in  1549
and then a more radical  version in 1552.  This
book, a masterpiece of English prose, replaced
the  Latin  Mass  with  services  in  English  and
distilled  the  church’s  theology  along  Reformed
lines. The Forty-Two Articles (later reduced to
Thirty-Nine) defined the doctrinal positions of the
emerging  church.  This  era  established  the
Protestant DNA of the Church of England, even
though it was short-lived.

Edward’s premature death in 1553 brought his
fervently  Catholic  half-sister,  Mary  I,  to  the
throne. Mary was determined to restore England
to  the  Roman  obedience.  She  repealed  the
Reformation  legislation,  reinstated  the  Latin
Mass,  and  began  a  fierce  persecution  of
Protestants.  Nearly  300  men  and  women,
including Thomas Cranmer, were burned at the
stake  for  heresy.  While  this  bloody  campaign
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earned  Mary  the  epithet  “Bloody  Mary,”  it
ultimately  failed  to  extinguish  the  Protestant
faith.  Her  five-year  reign  deeply  ingrained  a
powerful  martyr  narrative  into  the  Protestant
psyche and made Catholicism seem foreign and
tyrannical to many English people.

The Elizabethan
Settlement: A Via Media

With the accession of  Elizabeth I  in  1558,  the
third Tudor monarch in a decade, the course of
the Church of England was set for the long term.
Elizabeth was a pragmatic and brilliant politician.
She  wanted  a  church  that  would  secure  her
throne, unite her people, and avoid the religious
wars tearing apart  Europe.  The result  was the
Elizabethan Religious Settlement, a carefully
crafted  compromise.  The  Act  of  Supremacy
(1559)  once  again  made  the  monarch  the
“Supreme Governor” of the Church of England (a
title  preferred  over  “Supreme  Head”  to  avoid
claims  of  divine  authority).  The  Act  of
Uniformity  restored a slightly revised Book of
Common Prayer, a middle way between the 1549
and  1552  versions.  The  Thirty-Nine Articles,
finalized  in  1571,  provided  a  doctrinal  standard
that  was  broadly  Reformed  but  allowed  for
varying  interpretat ions  on  issues  l ike



predestination and the nature of the Eucharist.

This via media (middle way) was intended to be
inclusive  enough  to  satisfy  both  moderate
Catholics  and  moderate  Protestants.  It  was  a
political  and  religious  masterpiece,  creating  a
national  church  that  could  accommodate  a
spectrum  of  belief.  However,  it  satisfied  no  one
entirely. On one side, Puritans and other radical
Protestants  demanded further  reform,  rejecting
episcopal vestments and elaborate liturgy. On the
other, recusant Catholics remained loyal to the
Pope and faced severe penalties. The Church of
England was thus born in tension, a tension that
would continue to define it.

The 17th Century: Civil
War, Commonwealth, and
Restoration

The 17th century was the most turbulent in the
History  Of  The  Church  Of  England.  The  Stuart
kings, James I  and Charles I,  leaned towards a
more elaborate,  ceremonial,  and “high church”
style,  seeing  the  church  as  a  pillar  of  royal
authority.  This  alienated  the  Puritans,  whose
influence  grew  in  Parliament.  The  religious
conflict  merged  with  political  and  constitutional
struggles,  culminating  in  the  English  Civil  War
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(1642-1651). The victorious Parliamentarians, led
by Oliver Cromwell, abolished the monarchy and
the episcopal structure of the Church of England.
The Book of Common Prayer was banned, and a
more  congregational ist  form  of  church
government  was  imposed.  For  nearly  two
decades,  the  established  church  was  in
abeyance.

The Restoration of the monarchy in 1660 under
Charles II brought the Church of England back as
well. The new regime, however, was determined
to  enforce  uniformity.  The  Act  of  Uniformity
(1662) re-imposed the Book of Common Prayer,
and  thousands  o f  d i s sen t i ng  c l e rgy
(Nonconformists) were ejected from their livings.
This  created  a  permanent  division  in  English
religious life between the established church and
various groups like Presbyterians, Baptists,  and
Congregationalists.  The  Glorious  Revolution  of
1688 and the subsequent Toleration Act of 1689
allowed Nonconformists to worship in their own
meeting  houses,  but  the  Church  of  England
remained  the  sole  state  church  with  legal
privileges. This period established the enduring
pluralism of English Christianity.



The 18th and 19th
Centuries: Revival,

Reform, and Expansion

The  18th  century  saw  the  Church  of  England
often  characterized  as  a  sleepy,  comfortable
institution  serving  the  landed  gentry.  Bishops
were  powerful  political  figures,  and  many  parish
clergy led quiet lives. However, spiritual vitality
erupted in the form of the Evangelical Revival,
led  by  figures  like  John  Wesley  and  George
Whitefield.  Though  Wesley  himself  remained  an
Anglican  priest  until  his  death,  the  Methodist
movement  he  founded  eventually  split  away,
becoming  a  distinct  denomination.  Within  the
established church,  the Evangelical  wing grew,
emphasizing personal conversion, Bible reading,
and  missionary  work.  This  energy  led  to  the
founding  of  the  Church  Missionary  Society  in
1799 and a global expansion of Anglicanism.

The  19th  century  also  brought  two  powerful
counter-movements. The Oxford Movement (or
Tractarian  Movement),  led  by  John  Henry
Newman, John Keble, and Edward Pusey, reacted
against  what  they  saw  as  the  church’s
subservience to the state and its loss of Catholic
heritage.  They  revived  ancient  liturgical
practices, emphasized the apostolic succession of
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bishops, and reasserted the Church of England’s
place as a part of the One, Holy, Catholic, and
Apostolic  Church.  This  movement  created  the
enduring  “High  Church”  or  Anglo-Catholic
tradition within Anglicanism. Simultaneously, the
Broad  Church  movement  sought  to  embrace
biblical criticism and modern thought, arguing for
a more open and intellectual approach to faith.
The  Church  of  England  was  no  longer  the
monolithic  institution of  the Elizabethan era;  it
was becoming a broad and sometimes fractious
communion of traditions.

Social and Legal Reform

The  19th  century  also  saw  massive  structural
reforms.  The  growing  population  of  industrial
cities required new parishes and churches. The
Church Building Acts funded thousands of  new
churches. In 1836, the Ecclesiastical Commission
was  established  to  reform  the  church’s  finances
and  organization,  making  it  more  efficient.  The
legal  disabilities  of  Roman  Catholics  and
Nonconformists were gradually removed, but the
Church of England retained its unique relationship
with the state, including the presence of bishops
in  the  House  of  Lords.  The  expansion  of  the
British Empire also saw the Church of  England
become  a  global  church,  with  the  first  colonial
b ishopr ics  be ing  estab l i shed  and  the



development of independent provinces within the
Anglican Communion.

The 20th Century to the
Present: Adaptation in a
Secular Age

The 20th century was a period of unprecedented
challenge for the Church of England. Two world
wars, the decline of the British Empire, and the
rise of secularism dramatically changed its social
role. Church attendance, which had been high in
the 19th century, began a steady decline that has
continued to the present  day.  The church was
forced to re-evaluate its mission in a society that
no longer automatically deferred to its authority.

Internally,  the  20th  century  was  marked  by
significant  theological  and  liturgical  reform.  The
Parish  Communion  movement  made  the
Eucharist  the  central  Sunday service  for  many
churches.  The  development  of  new  forms  of
worship, culminating in the Alternative Service
Book  (1980)  and  later  Common  Worship
(2000),  provided authorized alternatives to the
historic 1662 Prayer Book. The church also began
to ordain women as deacons in 1987 and then as
priests in 1994, a profoundly controversial move
that led to some members and clergy leaving for
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the Roman Catholic Church or other conservative
Anglican bodies. In 2014, the first women bishops
were consecrated, further reshaping the church’s
hierarchy.

Theologically, the Church of England continues to
wrestle  with  modern  questions  on  sexuality,
gender,  and  the  nature  of  truth.  The  debates
around the ordination of practicing homosexuals
and the blessing of same-sex unions have been
intensely divisive, both within England and across
the global Anglican Communion. The church has
s o u g h t  t o  h o l d  t o g e t h e r  i t s  d i v e r s e
constituencies,  often  finding  itself  torn  between
the liberal churches of the West and the more
conservative churches of the Global South.

The Church in a Multi-Faith and
Secular Society

In the 21st century, the Church of England has
embraced its role as a “broad church” in a multi-
faith nation. While its formal legal privileges, such
as the state appointment of bishops, remain, its
influence is  now more cultural  and pastoral  than
political. The church has become a leading voice
on  social  justice  issues,  from  debt  relief  and
refugee support to environmental stewardship. Its
network of 16,000 parishes provides a uniquely
local  presence in  communities  across  England.



Despite  declining  numbers,  the  Church  of
England remains a significant institution, actively
engaged  in  education  (running  thousands  of
schools),  healthcare  chaplaincy,  and  national
events  such  as  royal  ceremonies  and  national
commemorations.

Conclusion: A Church
Defined by Its History

The History Of The Church Of England is a story
of  conflict  and  compromise,  of  tradition  and
reform. Born from a royal divorce, it was shaped
by martyrdom, civil war, and intellectual ferment.
It  has survived the rise and fall  of  an empire,
adapted  to  the  pressures  of  modernity,  and
continues to evolve in a secular age. Its greatest
strength  and  its  greatest  weakness  lie  in  its
commitment to being a via media  – a middle
way that seeks to hold Catholic, Reformed, and
Liberal traditions in creative tension. Whether one
sees this as a muddled compromise or a model of
inclusive  Christianity,  the  Church  of  England
remains a uniquely fascinating case study in the
interaction  of  faith,  politics,  and  culture.  Its
journey is far from over, and its ongoing story will
undoubtedly continue to shape the spiritual life of
the English people for generations to come.


