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Religion and Parliamenti A background to Simmering
Problems.

Religion in England.

he Church of England was the biggest and the richest organisation in early

seventeenth century England. No family owned as much land as the Qkarch.
business made as much money as the Church. The law said that everybody had to
attend his or her local parish church. Failure to do so would result in a fine.

The Church was organized nanks, At the top was th&ing (or Queen) as the
Supreme Head of he Church of England Next came theArchbishop of
Canterbury, then the other Archbishops. The country was divided up into areas
calleddioceseseach dioceses being run byiahop. The dioceses were themselves
divided intoparishes and the parishes ealbhd avicar (priest) or rector.

The Church of England cost a lot of money to run. To pay for itself it not only had the
profits from its own land but also the tithe. This was like a modern tax. People had to
give one tenth of their income to the Chur8ome people, who could see how
wealthy the Church was, were not happy about paying the tithe.

Until 1640 the Church had its own courts and its own prisons. The Church courts
were responsible for what we would now calbrality . Someone quarrelling with $i
or her wife or husband, committing adultery, spreading unpleasant gossip or even

working on a saintdés day (an official
offence in a Church court!

Source A.

Some charges brought against people in Church cdlmtkected by Keith Thomas in
ARel i gion and the Decline of Magicbo 19

An ordinary scoffer of his neighbours.

A busy woman with her tongue.

A breeder of discord between man and wife and a breaker of charity.
A maker of rhymes to make slanders.

For notbeing in charity with her neighbours.

For scolding of mo st me n , or rat her al
business not pleasing to her.

For a common scold and disturber of the whole parish.
For saying, in our parish, he has had the use oflibdies of all the women except
seven.

For inventing nicknames.

For calling the parishioners a company of jackdaws.

The Church and its courts also ran a system of censorship. Any book or pamphlet
printed and sold had to be approved by the Church. Eeehdes had to get a licence

to teach from their local bishop. In this way the Church could control what was being
taught to the young.
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During James 16s reign the Church of Engl
Bible made. It is usually called theuthorised Versionbecause its printing and sale

were authorised by the King. This translation has remained in use until the present

day.

What did People Believe?

Not all Christians in England believed exactly the same thing. The group with the
most sepaate beliefs were the Roman Catholics. The Church of England was a
Protestant (nofRoman Catholic) Church. Most Protestants shared many key beliefs.

The most important belief shared by Protestants was the bel@kdestination.

This meant that they helved that that God knew all things including whether or not a
person would go to heaven after death. They believed that people made their own
decisions but God knew what they were going to deditiey believed that their

lives and future were preordained (already set out) at the moment of birth

Many people believed that if they prayed hard enough and long enough, then God
would tell them if they were going to be one of the lucky ones who would go to
heaven after death. Most of those that did this betlehat God had told them that
theywouldgo to heaven. These people called themsehaglector saints.

Most Protestants also believed that the world would end in the near future. The Bible
calls this theApocalypse The Bible suggests that for maryears before the
Apocalypse Antichrist would triumph over the faithful. Soon after thiesus Christ
would return and defeat Antichrist. This would begin the newillennium, a
thousand years of rule by the saints. After this would come the [agl of
Judgement

People spent a lot of time trying to work out who Antichrist might be because the
Bible is very vague on this subject. Many Protestants believed that the Pope could be
Antichrist. Mathematicians and churchmen attempted to calculate the datetivehe
Apocalypse would start. They did this from clues in the Bible. Some believed that that
the Apocalypse would come in the year 1666 because of a reference to the number
666 being made in the Book of Revelations. People who believed this preached long
and hard in an attempt to make people live their lives in particular ways that would, in
their opinion please God. They hoped that by doing this, the task of defeating
Antichrist would be made easier when the Apocalypse came.

SOURCE B.
Fromanoteinacgp of the fAGeneva Bibleo, transl at
Puritans instead of the Authorised King James version.

Antichrist is permitted to rage against the elect. Yet his power stretches no further
than to hurt their bodies. For a time God will pat this Antichrist to deceive the
world. Read carefully, judge soberly, and pray to God for an understanding of this.

Many people also looked to the Bible to find justification for their actions or an
explanation for events in the world. Many also soughtexample of Old Testament
stories to help them make decisions.
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A page from the Geneva Bible, first printed in 1560.

The Puritans.

Some people felt that the Church of England had got some things wrong. They felt
it was not close enough to the Church described in the Bible. Many of these
people tried to change the church from the inside. They were often very strict in their
religious and private lives. Some, however, thought the Church was too bad to
change. They tried to set up their own churches. They were salbedatistsbecause

they tried to separate themselves from the Church of England. They could be
punished for not attendirtfeir local parish church and they often objected to paying
tithes. Some, like the Pilgrim Fathers, went to America to start colonies where they
hoped the distance from England would allow them to worship as they liked.



The Roman Catholics.

Ithough Gatholicism had been against the law in this country since the reign of

Queen Elizabeth, there were still some Catholics living in England. At times they
were considered a possible danger because of their loyalty to the Pope. They could be
fined for not atnding the Church of England and some were even imprisoned. At
other times, if they seemed loyal to the crown, they were allowed to live in relative
peace.

Parliament.

L ike many things in BritainRarliament was not invented at one time. It gradually
changed from the first meeting in 1242 to the Parliament that we have today.
Some of the most important changes took place in the seventeenth century. In other
countries parliaments lost their power. In England, the power of Parliament increased.

Calling a Parliament.

hen Parliament meets if is said toditing. Now it sits all the time, except for
holidays and elections. In the seventeenth century, the King decided when to
call Parliament. When he wanted Parliament to sit, Parliament wouddrbeoned
Parliament had, and still has, two parts caltkdises Each member of thidouse of
Lords got an invitation to attend. There were no elections to the House of Lords;
Lords were always members. Members oftdoeise of Commonswvere elected.

Elections.

here were two types of MPs (Members of Parliament) in the House of Commons.

Eachcounty chose two MPs. The election was held on one day and in one place.
The only people who could vote wareen who owned land worth more than £2. The
sheriff would read outhe names of the candidates and people shouted for the
candidate they wanted as MP. The sheriff decided which man got the loudest shout
and they would be elected. If he were not able to decide in this way, then he would get
the supporters of each candidédestand together in groups. He then decided which
candidates had the largest groups. To actually count how many people wanted to vote
for each candidate was very unusual.

The rest of the MPs were chosen by Hwoughs These were towns granted the
right to send two MPs to parliament by the King. Boroughs had several different ways
of choosing MPs. In most, just the town council could vote. In others, men who lived
in certain houses could vote (usually the houses of the rich). In one or two boroughs,
all adult men could vote.

In the United Kingdom of the twentyrst century, all adults aged eighteen or over
have the right to vote for their MPs. This was not the case in the seventeenth century.
Women did not have any input into the elections and themagirity of men were
excluded because they were not wealthy enough to qualify to vote. MPs were chosen
by a very small fraction of the adult population.



What Parliament did.

he King needed Parliament to agreetales New laws could be made only if
Parliament agreed to them. Kings and their ministers usually worked hard to get
Parliament to do what they wanted. This was all cgbedlic business.Parliament
also dealt witlprivate business Permission to turn common land into fields, to make
riverspassable by boats, and even to get a divorce were all given by Parliament. Most
Parliaments spent about half their time on private business. Without this it was very
hard to get things done.

Parliament also looked into complaints about the way the couvds/ governed.
Sometime it asked the King to change things. This was cabedideration of
grievances. The House of Commons chose their o®peaker. He acted as the
chairmani deciding who could speak in turn during debates and keeping order when
the digussions got too noisy or out of hand.

The earliest picture of the House of Commons. It shows the MPs in 1624.



