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Dillenhirger + Welch,

The English Reformation and the Formation
of Anglicanism

The Anglican tradition, which in the United States is known as the
Episcopal church, was explicitly forged in the context of English history,
so much so that it is necessary to speak of an “English Reformation.”
There were, to be sure, important influences from the Continent,
but both in the break with Rome and in the pattern of reform, the
English movement was distinctive. More than any other of the churches
with a Reformation history, Anglicanism bears the marks of a national
church. In order to understand the ethos and development character-
ized as central Anglicanism, it is necessary to look briefly at the events
of the English Reformation, with its unique intertwining of affairs of
state and church.

From Reforming Activities to the Elizabethan
Settlement

In England, as on the Continent, there were signs of unrest before
the Reformation. We have already noted the activities of Wyclifte (see
Ch. I). While the Lollard tradition had been suppressed, much of its
reforming spirit and outlook survived. There were other religious
associations also, such as the “Christian brethren” or “known men.”
In addition, the Renaissance humanist tradition was strong. One need
only recall the names of such men as John Colet, the dean of St.
Paul’s, and Sir Thomas More, author of the famous Utopia. Moreover,
it was in England that the outlook of Erasmus was found to be most
congenial.

More explosive than the foregoing was the relation of the English
nation.to both papacy and foreign political powers. The suppression
by the papacy of some of the English monasteries (a practice later
adopted by Henry VIII on a much wider scale and also mainly for
financial reasons), with the revenue from sale of the properties going
to Rome, raised the ire of many English on the scene. The assignment
of ltalian priests, many of whom were unable to speak English, was
a further source of offense. In general, the English were tired of
domination and interference by foreign power.

The spark which lit the fire was the refusal of the papacy to annul
the marriage of Henry VIII and Catherine of Aragon. Although the
papacy had waived canon law to permit Henry to marry the widow
of his brother, it was unwilling to annul the marriage, primarily because
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66 . o OTHER REFORMATION PATTERNS

" God’s Word. The church, therefore, has a responsibility for the Bible
~and its proper interpretation. The papacy, purgatory, indulgences,

and the veneration of the images and rélics arc rejected as unwarranted

by Scripture and contrary to the Word of God. On the theological
side, justification by faith is affirmed as against works, and the concept
of single predestination is affirmed for the comfort of good persons
and believers. On the Lord’s Supper, transubstantiation is rejected,
but the real presence of the body of Chiis -
spiritual manner” is affirmed. The churchis defined (as also by the

continental reformers) as an institution in which the Word is properly
| preached and the sacraments rightly administered.

At the most, the Thirty-nine Articles have had a relative authority.
Anglicanism has no_doctrinal tests, amd the Articles are vicwed s
but the setting forth o minimal aspects of the [aith for the sake of
direction in a period of history when foundations had to be laid.
Even the enforced subscription to the Articles by clergy in the time
of Elizabeth were based on this sort of consideration. The words of
John Brambhall are instructive:

Church of England ‘at his pleasure’; yet neither do we look upon them
as essentials of saving faith or ‘legacies of Christ and of His Apostles’;
) but in a mean, as pious opinions fitted for the preservation of unity.
? Neither do we oblige any man to believe them, but only not to contradict

2’ We do not suffer any man ‘to reject’ the T hirty-nine articles of the

4

!
them.*

Although the Articles are included in the Prayer Book and have been
revised from time to time, Anglicans have thought of them as an
adequate_expression of the faith in the particular historical context
R T 55 3 B T ST it T The-chiea T
Creed and Apostles’ Creed, which are affirmed in the Articles, are
considered more truly normative. But even these are not thought of
.@s complete and exclusive dogmatic statements. Rather they are ac-
cepted as precise and concise summaries of the broad dimensions of
biblical faith, more adequately u ood if intention through recita-
|tion or song than in exegesis or analysis. A
And so the process continued even to the present. The revised
Book of Common Prayer for the Episcopal Church in the United
States, approved in 1979, includes the Thirty-nine Articles among
Historical Documents of the Church, along with a section from the
Council of Chalcedon on the union of the divine and human natures
in the person of Christ, the Creed of Saint Athanasius, the Preface
to the First Book of Common Prayer of 1549, statements adopted

4_lohn Bramhall, Schism Guarded, in More and Cross, Anglicanism (London, 1935), p.
186.

hrist “after an heavenly and ¢
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by the House of Bishops in connection with the Chicago-Lambeth
Quadrilateral of 1888, and Resolution ii of the Lambeth Conference,
the latter dealing with the basis upon which reunion of the churches
would be possible. This conference resolution, reflecting worldwide
Anglicanism, states the basis as follows: “a) The Holy Scriptures of
the Old and New Testaments, as ‘containing all things necessary to
salvation,” and as being the rule and ultimate standard of faith; b)
The Apostles’ Creed, as the Baptismal symbol; and the Nicene Creed,
as the sufficient statement of the Christian faith; c) The two sacraments
ordainced by Christ Himself — Baptism and the Supper of the Lord —
ministered with unfailing use of Christ’s words of Institution, and of
the clements ordained by Him; d) The Historic Episcopate, locally
adapted in the methods of its administration to the varying needs of
the nations and peoples called of God into the Unity of His Church.”
Hence, even in this 1979 collection of statements, the aim is to provide
necessary benchmarks, but not to define them too sc usly.

The Book of Common Prayer itself was of far greater significance
than the "Thirty-nine Aticles, both for the Elizabethan settlement and
for subsequent Anglicanism. Like the Articles, the Prayer Book was
based on similar documents formulated under the previous reign but
was given its distinctive form in the time of Elizabeth. It reflects the

with some of the Reformation insights. Sometimes, the two aspects
lie side by side, as in the following sentences from an early communion
service: “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

tendency to combine_much of the ancient tradition of the church ) vy

thy heart by faith, with thanksgiving.” Nothing less than the genuine (

presence of Christ in the elements is combined with the Zwinglian
| concept of remembrance. The Communion service also retains the
\-concépf of sacrifice, but Christ is an oblation once offered.

The Prayer Book contains prayers and liturgical forms dating from
the early history of the church. These were adapted to the new situation,
and practices considered contrary to the Word were abandoned in
truc Reformation form. 'The whole work reflects an unmistakable bibli-
cal basis. Each service encompasses the full sweep of the gospel mes-
sage. Moreover, through prescribed collects and Scripture readings
for each service, full coverage of the various aspects of the faith is
guaranteed year after year. In this way a prescribed form is combined
with wholeness and variety of content. No single religious idea is singled
out for emphasis. The totality of faith is represented in dramatic form.

Through the Thirty-nine Articles, the Prayer Book, and furtherl s

steps taken by Elizabeth to insure the episcopal succession, the main
lines for Anglicanism were definitely established. The Elizabethan set-
tlement was in many ways the thought and practice of the Edwardian
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70 OTHER REFORMATION PATTERNS

2 first with the rise of the Latitudinarians. The term Latitudinarian was
"a nickname for theological liberals who emphasized tolerance and
the primary role of reason-in the theological enterprise. They were
convinced that theology based upon reason could be demonstrated
 to be not at all contrary to revealed religion, and that, in fact, the
religion of the Bible could be defended by appeal to reason.

The Latitudinarians made ascendant one element of the triumvirate
of New Testament, tradition, and reason, thereby distorting the other
two. The historical justification for their effort was the need to be
creative in a period calling for readjustment. The new scientific discov-
eries demanded attention in the thinking of the churches and the
Latitudinarians sought to relate the new knowledge to Christian faith
by appeal to a common rational framework. They were liberals in a
period when religion was not noted for that characteristic. They were

- among the first to advocate a genuine toleration which eventually
triumphed in the English scene.

At the same time, however, men such as Stillingfleet and Tillotson
reflected scarcely any of the evangelical outlook of the New Testament
with'1ts_offer of mercy to sinful people. Both Latitudinarianism and
the Tater more extreme accent upon the “reasonableness of religion,”
as presented by Locke, belong to a basic pattern in which the “rational”
threatened the religious. By the second decade of the eighteenth cen-
tury, the stress upon reason had made such inroads into Anglicanism
that the Christian evangelical witness had all but disappeared. The

fluid tradition had spread so thin that the waters no longer ran deep.
Moreover, it appeared to many that the ecclesiastical machinery fos-
tered rather than changed this situation. Thus, the eighteenth century
saw the rise of the Wesleyan Movement as an attempt to recapture
for the English church the living experience of redemption from sin
(see Ch. VI). And in the nineteenth century, the Oxford Movement
sought to recall the church to its Catholic heritage (in contrast both
to an individualistic evangelicalism and a liberalism largely indifferent
to the claims of gospel and church) while at the same time rejecting

Roman interpretations of Catholicism.
In sum, Anglicanism is best understood as 6 broad stream,\guided
( by a sense of order and tradition as guarantbcd—%y—the—e\plscopacy
and the Prayer Book. It asks no particular theological understanding,
and has never been a theolom—Engicai
giants. It surmounted the crises of Reformation influences in its battles
with Puritanism, and of Roman claims in connection with the Oxford
Movement. It lost much of its vitality in the Latitudinarian Movement,

but managed under pressure to regain it. For many, these three in-
“ stances at least raise the question of how far the vitality of Anglicanism

is dependent upon more tightly knit religious groups which basically
challenge its interpretation of the role of the church.
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In spite of this, Anglicanism can claim to represent a tattered but
never broken tradition of the entire church. It reads its history as
one which antedates the Reformation and preserves the significant
elements in the life of the church since its inception. It claims, too,
that in England the church was under the rule of Rome for a shorter
period of time than on the Continent and that it stands, therefore,
for the genuine tradition in contrast both to the Roman church, which
distorted the tradition, and to the Protestants, who too rashly broke
It.

For Anglicanism, the episcopal succession is the symbol and guaran-
tee of the continuity of the faith in the life of the church. Anglicans
differ as to whether the continuity is to be considered a continuity
of the gospel symbolized by the line of bishops, or whether the succes-
sion of bishops is itself the continuity (through the laying on of hands
since the time of the Apostles). The difference between the two ways
of viewing succession is enormous. Nevertheless, the agreement that
the church is one in its continuity makes it possible for individuals
who so differ to remain together in a bond of fellowship. The sense
of belonging to the communion of saints throughout the ages makes
it possible for people of diverse outlook to live in the same church.

Anglicanism belongs to the history of the Reformation and to the -

history of Protestantism. But few Anglicans accept either the Reforma-
tion on the Continent or the English Reformation as normative. They
prefer to think of themselves as belonging to a total history, purified
from time to time through various reformations. Most think of them-
selves as Protestant and truly Catholic at the same time. In accord
with the via media, they consider themselves Protestant in respect to

“ continual re-formation and Catholic in the sense of the tradition and

~continuity of the church. Having ventured these general remarks, it-
is safest, nevertheless, to leave the question of whether Anglicanism
is Protestant to the self-understanding of each Anglican, though for
most Anglicans, the question is neither relevant nor vital.
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