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an infant meant nothing.  It was a direct challenge to God because through the act of 

baptism God washed one’s sins away.  So to believe God’s power during the infant 

baptism was not effective and one needed to be baptized again was a direct challenge to 

the power of God. It was also a direct challenge to the power structure of the Church and 

the person with the authority to baptize.  If a person did not need a priest to be baptized 

and anybody could do it, then the church structure did not need to exist since everybody 

can perform the rite to remit sins, making the church community unnecessary.  

The Pelagian opinion of baptism was that it was a tool in helping one eventually 

come to a belief in Jesus Christ and his salvation.  It did not completely remit sins like the 

orthodox position supposed. Orthodox Christian tradition believed that original sin bound 

the will and the Pelagian opinion asserted freewill.  One had the choice to be baptized or 

not and thus, whether one was saved or not was not up to God but it was up to the 

individual. This belief was another direct challenge to God and the institutions that 

defended him.31 It also was a direct challenge to Henry VIII.  Henry had a strong sense of 

duty when it came to leading his people or flock to salvation.  He wanted to make sure 

that none of his sheep’s souls would be damned to hell.  The Pelagian opinion denies him  

this authority because it gives each individual the right to decide to get baptized. 

It is also important to note that the term Anabaptist does not appear alone.  The 

Ten Articles began the trend of pairing Anabaptists with another form of heresy.  In the 

Ten Article and the Bishop’s Book, Anabaptists are paired with Pelagians. This ended 

with the royal proclamation Prescribing Rites and Ceremonies, Pardoning Anabaptists in 

1539. In this proclamation and the November 1538 proclamation, Anabaptists were 

                                                
31 Philip Schaff. NPNF1-05. St. Augustin: Anti-Pelagian Writings (New York: Christian Literature 

Publishing Co., 1886). URL: http://www.ccel.org/ccel/schaff/npnf105.xiv.lxi.html.  Viewed on 20 
February 2008. 
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paired with sacramentaries.  Sacramentaries were people who did not believe in the 

transubstantiation of the Eucharist. It also makes it quite clear that Anabaptism is not 

being directly dealt with.  It is being used as a definition of heresy that one should not 

subscribe to, and one that the Church of England would not associate itself with.  It 

makes no claims of consequences for people who decided to believe in the Pelagian 

baptismal theology or people who had decided to get rebaptized.  It just made clear that 

these heresies have no place in the Church of England and loyal God fearing people 

should not believe such things.   

The language concerning Anabaptists in the Bishop’s Book and Ten Articles was 

identical. The following passage is from the Bishop’s Book and reads almost exactly the  

same as the Ten Articles. 

Item, That children or men once baptized ought never to be baptized again.  

 
Item, That all good Christian men ought and must repute and take all the Anabaptists 
and the Pelagians opinions, which be contrary to the premises, and every other man s 
opinion, agreeable unto the said anabaptists or the Pelagians opinions in that behalf, 
for detestable heresies, and utterly to be condemned.33 

 
No other reference was made to the Anabaptists in the Bishop’s Book.  There was 

no discussion of specific people who were imprisoned for such heresies or no threats of 

punishment for people who committed such heresies.  They again were only being used 

as theological positions to make clear the theology of the Church of England concerning 

                                                
33  Charles Lloyd, ed. The Institution Of A Christian Man; Containing The Exposition Or Interpretation Of 

The Common Creed, Of The Seven Sacraments, Of The Ten Commandments, And Of The Pater Noster, 
And The Ave Maria, Justification, And Purgatory.(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1825), 47. URL: 
http://ia301110.us.archive.org/1/items/formulariesfaith00unknuoft/formulariesfaith00unknuoft_djvu.txt.
Viewed on 10 February 2008. 
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baptism.  The coalescing of the theology of the Church of England takes its next step in 

1538. 

The 1538 Proclamation Prohibiting Unlicensed Printing of Scripture, Exiling 

Anabaptists, Depriving Married Clergy, Removing St. Thomas à Becket from Calendar 

links Anabaptism with the sacrament of the Eucharist as a theological position that 

should not be followed. Most importantly, it adds a new element not previously 

discussed; punishment for heretics.34  They were clearly being used as theological targets 

in accordance with Church Law, but the position was being interwoven with other powers 

given to Henry VIII in the Act of Supremacy and that was to protect and extinguish any 

threat to Christianity that could hurt the Church of England and its believers.  This 

mixing of powers will be visited more fully later.   

The Proclamation Prescribing Rites and Ceremonies, Pardoning Anabaptists was 

issued on February 26, 1539.35  It was the final proclamation issued dealing with 

Anabaptist during the reign of Henry VIII. It pardoned all domestic Anabaptists and 

Sacramentaries of any heresies they had committed without so much as an examination 

by the Church.  So long as the heretics turned from their ways, they were forgiven and 

pardoned of their sins they had committed as heretics.  This was the only time in the reign 

of Henry VIII that a general pardon was issued for a matter relating to heretics or 

heresy.36   

This proclamation does not seem to fit to the pattern of how Henry VIII dealt with 

heretics, especially Anabaptists.  In 1535 he had 20 foreign Anabaptists burned and in 

                                                
34 Paul L. Hughes and James F. Larkin, eds. Tudor Royal Proclamations, vol 1. (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1964-69), 270-276. 
35 Ibid., 278-280. 
36 Ibid., 79-377. 
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November 1538 he had another four Anabaptists burned at the stake.  Following the 

issuance of the November 1538 proclamation, there was a very public trial of a 

sacramentary named John Lambert, in which the King personally examined and disputed 

the heretic with the result Lambert was killed for heresy.37 This change in policy does not 

make sense as it concerns the Anabaptists. Henry clearly had no problems killing or 

dealing with heretics, so why would he suddenly decide they should be pardoned in 

England?  The only way this question can be answered is to look at the proclamations 

concerning Anabaptists as part of a larger scheme by Henry VIII’s government.  The 

conclusion that can be reached is that it was not about the Anabaptists. It was about 

establishing the theology and practice for the Church of England and making clear the 

power Henry had in his new role as Supreme Head of the Church of England. 

The government was truly concerned with Anabaptists their heresies, their 

presence as a possible threat to England, and with the souls of the English people when 

they issued the 1535 proclamation.  This was not the case for the latter mentions of 

Anabaptists between 1535 and 1540.  With a closer reading of the text, it can be 

demonstrated that in the 1538 proclamation they were being used as tools to establish 

theological positions of the government and illustrate to the people of England who not to 

socialize with.  In the 1539 proclamation, it can be demonstrated that they were being 

used as straw men for the King to display his powers of religious clemency since he had 

became Supreme Head of the Church of England.  

                                                
37 John Foxe, Acts and Monuments of Matters most Speciall and Memorable.  1536 ed. Book 3, 534-537. 

URL: http://www.hrionline.ac.uk/johnfoxe/main/3_1563_0537.jsp Viewed on 23 March 2008. 
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Other instances in which Anabaptists were mentioned are in the Ten Articles in 

153638 and the Bishop’s Book in 153739.  In both instances they are used as examples of 

heretics and what heresy not to fall victim to.  The Ten Articles and Bishop’s Book were 

both documents that helped established the theology and practice of the new Church of 

England under the reign of Henry VIII.  

In the grander scheme, after the 1535 proclamation, Anabaptists were part of the 

general movement to establish the theology and practice of the Church of England and 

the King’s powers as Supreme Head of the Church between 1535 and 1540. 

                                                
38 Charles Lloyd, ed. Articles about Religion (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1825). URL: 

http://ia301110.us.archive.org/1/items/formulariesfaith00unknuoft/formulariesfaith00unknuoft_djvu.txt. 
  Viewed on 10 February 2008. 
39 Charles Lloyd, ed. The Institution Of A Christian Man; Containing The Exposition Or Interpretation Of 

The Common Creed, Of The Seven Sacraments, Of The Ten Commandments, And Of The Pater Noster, 
And The Ave Maria, Justification, And Purgatory.(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1825). URL: 
http://ia301110.us.archive.org/1/items/formulariesfaith00unknuoft/formulariesfaith00unknuoft_djvu.txt. 

  Viewed on 10 February 2008. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE RELIGIOUS POWER OF THE KING 

 
 
 The first chapter discussed the powers Henry VIII was given to cleanse 

Christianity in England when he established the Church of England and how Anabaptists 

were used to help in this process.  Along with the power to create and practice the true 

Christianity in England, Henry had the power to enforce it, especially against heretics, 

which was made clear in the Preamble to the Act of Supremacy. 

 
…and shall have and enjoy annexed and united to the imperial crown of this 
realm as well the title and style thereof, as all honours, dignities, preeminences, 
jurisdictions, privileges, authorities, immunities, profits and commodities, to the 
said dignity of supreme head of the same Church belonging and appertaining. 
And that our said sovereign lord, his heirs and successors kings of this realm, 
shall have full power and authority from time to time to visit, repress, redress, 
reform, order, correct, restrain and amend all such errors, heresies, abuses, 
offences, contempts and enormities, whatsoever they be, which by any manner 
spiritual authority or jurisdiction ought or may lawfully be reformed, repressed, 
ordered, redressed corrected, restrained or amended, most to the pleasure of 
Almighty God, the increase of virtue in Christ's religion, and for the conservation 
of the peace, unity and tranquillity of this realm: any usage, custom, foreign laws, 
foreign authority, prescription or any other thing or things to the contrary hereof 
notwithstanding.1 

  
Between 1535 and 1538 there was no formal action by the King against heretics.  

In the meantime, the process of establishing the formulary of faith for the Church of 

England was clearly underway.  As previously talked about in the last chapter, The Ten 

Articles and The Bishop’s Book made clear statements against Anabaptists but not 

directly against a specific person.  They were used to define what the Church of England 

and its people should not believe.  This meant the punishment was left to the King.  

                                                
1 “Act of Supremacy.” (SR: 1534: 26 Henry VIII, c. 1) printed in G.R. Elton, The Tudor Constitution: 

Documents & Commentary (Cambridge: University Press, 1960), 364-365. 
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In the fall of 1538 things changed.  On the first of October 1538, a Royal 

Commission of bishops was established by the King “to search for and examine 

Anabaptists, receive back into the Church such as renounce their error, hand over those 

persist in it to the secular arm for punishment, and destroy all books of that detestable 

sect.”2  Several scholars have debated the calling of the commission.  The general 

consensus is that it was a reaction to a letter that was intercepted from an Anabaptist in 

Germany.3 The letter made the claim that Anabaptists had escaped to England after 

Münster.4  There are no records that the commission found any Anabaptists but the 

commission is another example of a reaction to the threat of Anabaptists. 

By November 1538, the Church of England’s formulary of faith was becoming 

clear and the King decided to directly add his input through another Royal Proclamation: 

Prohibiting Unlicensed Printing of Scripture, Exiling Anabaptists, Depriving Married 

Clergy, Removing St. Thomas à Becket from Calendar.5  This proclamation dealt with 

Anabaptists and their punishment in a similar manner to the 1535 proclamation but the 

reasons behind it was different.   

The 1535 proclamation was issued by the King as an attempt at protection and 

self-preservation from the possible threat of Anabaptists.  The 1538 proclamation was 

issued to add to the formulary and make clear that punishment would occur.  One of the 

stark differences between the 1535 and 1538 proclamation was how Anabaptists were 

discussed.  The 1538 lumps together “Anabaptists and Sacramentaries.” This was done to 
                                                
2 J.S. Brewer and J.Gairdner, ed. Letters and Papers, Foreign and Domestic, of the Reign of Henry VIII, 

1509-1547,  vol xiii. (London, Kraus Reprint Ltd,1862-1910), 195. 
3 Irving Buckwalter Horst, Radical Brethren Anabaptism and the English Reformation to 1558 

(Nieuwkoop: B. De. Graaf, 1972), 80-83. 
4 J.S. Brewer and J.Gairdner, ed. Letters and Papers, Foreign and Domestic, of the Reign of Henry VIII, 

1509-1547,  vol xiii. (London, Kraus Reprint Ltd,1862-1910), 105. 
5 Paul L. Hughes and James F. Larkin, eds. Tudor Royal Proclamations, vol 1. (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1964-69), 270-276. 
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make a point of emphasizing the two theological doctrines the King cared the most about; 

Baptism and the Eucharist.6   

 Early in the proclamation the King asserted his authority as Supreme Head of the 

Church:   

 
Whereupon his majesty, most prudently pondering and considering the great cure 
and charge which it hath pleased Almighty God of his infinite goodness to 
commit to his majesty over all the congregation of the said Church of England, 
and above all things earnestly willing and desiring to advance and set forth the 
holy word of God, to his divine honor and glory, and to conserve his said realm 
and church, committed to his charge, in peace, unity, rest, and tranquility, clear 
and void from all wicked errors, erroneous opinions, and dissension, doth 
therefore straightly charge and command by this his present proclamation, as well 
all and singular subjects, of what degree or quality soever they be, as all other 
residents or inhabitants within this his realm, or within any his grace’s dominions, 
that from henceforth they and every of them for his part shall obey, keep, and 
observe all and singular such articles as hereafter follow, upon pains and penalties 
contained and specified in the same.  7 

 
 Punishment did follow the proclamation.  Punishment came when three 

Anabaptists and a sacramentary were burned at the stake. Three foreign Anabaptists were 

burned at the stake, two men named Jan Mathjis (Not the Jan Mathjis from Münster) and 

Peter Franke, and one lady, who was Peter Franke’s wife. 8  Their burning was no 

different than that of the 20 Anabaptists burnt in 1535. The punishment of the 

Sacramentary was far more important than that of the Anabaptists. 

 A sacramentary, John Lambert, was dealt with by the King in coordination with 

the proclamation, his trial and the issuing of the proclamation occurring on the same day. 

John Lambert (or Nicholson) was a preacher who had been found guilty of heresy by 

                                                
6 Paul L. Hughes and James F. Larkin, eds. Tudor Royal Proclamations, vol 1. (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1964-69), 270-276. 
7 Ibid., 271. 
8 The Chronicle of the Grey Friars: Henry VIII', Chronicle of the Grey Friars of London: Camden Society 

old series, volume 53 (1852), pp. 29-53. URL: http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/report.asp?compid=51587. Viewed on 20 March 2008. 
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several bishops because of his belief about the Eucharist.  Lambert believed that the wine 

and bread did not physically transform into the body and blood of Jesus, but only 

spiritually transformed in the body.  This position would not be tolerated because it was 

counter to the King’s belief in the transubstantiation of the wine and bread into the body 

and blood of Jesus.  After the examination by the bishops, Lambert appealed to the King 

to hear his position and the King agreed because it was a good chance for him to display 

himself and his knowledge as Supreme Head of the Church.9  

 According to church law, when a person was suspected of holding erroneous 

opinions counter to established church doctrine, they were to be examined by their 

bishop. A church court would then make the determination if the person’s opinion was 

heretical.  If it was heretical, the person was asked to recant his or her error and receive 

only minor punishment.  If the person did not recant and continued in his or her ways, he 

or she was considered a heretic and was handed over to secular authorities to be 

punished, most often by being burned at the stake.10 

 Since Lambert appealed to the King, the King would be the Supreme Head of the 

Church who would examine his heretical opinions.  The King decided it was important to 

make a grand show of the affair.  All of the important bishops and lords of the realm 

attended.  The king sat on his throne and disputed with Lambert on the subject of the 

Sacrament of the Altar.  The examination lasted for over five hours and John Foxe 

recorded the end,  

 

                                                
9 John Foxe, Acts and Monuments of Matters most Speciall and Memorable.  1536 ed. Book 3, 534-537. 

URL: http://www.hrionline.ac.uk/johnfoxe/main/3_1563_0537.jsp Viewed on 23 March 2008. 
10 Gerald Bray, ed. Tudor Church Reform: The Henrician Canons of 1535 and the Reformatio Legum 

Ecclesiasticarum (Church of England Record Society: The Boydell Press, 2000), 10-15. 
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At the last when the day was passed, & that torches began to be lighted, the kinge 
myneding to breake vp this counterfect disputation saide vnto Lambert in this 
wise. 

 
What sayest thou now (said he) after all these great labors thou hast taken vpon 
thee, and for all the reasons and instructions of these learned menne, art thou not 
yet satisfied? wylte thou lyue or die? What sayest thou? Thou haste yet free 
choyse. Lambert aunsweared, I yelde and submit my self wholy vnto the will of 
your maiesty. Then said the king. Commit thy soule vnto the handes of God, and 
not vnto mine. Lambert. I commend my selfe vnto the handes of God, but my 
body, I wholly yelde and submit vnto your clemency. Then said the kyng, if you 
doo commit your selfe vnto my iudgement, you must die, for I wil not be a 
patrone vnto heretickes11 

 
At the end of the trial the King was holding both “the sacred authority [auctoritas] of the 

priesthood and the royal power [potestas]”12.  John Lambert submitted himself to the 

Supreme Head of the Church because religious leaders perform the examination of 

heretics, but immediately after the trial the King put on the secular crown of England, and 

condemned Lambert to death.   

Following the examination, four days later, John Lambert was burned at the stake, 

on November 20, 1538.  John Husee made it clear how great a precedent was set by this 

trial in a letter to Lord Lisle,  

 
The King’s Majesty reasoned with him in person, sundry times confounding him, 
so that he alone would have been sufficient to confute a thousand such.  It was not 
a little rejoicing unto all his commons and to all other that saw and heard how is 
Grace handled the matter; for it shall be a precedent whilst the world stands; and 
no one will be so bold hereafter to attempt the like cause. 13 

 

 

                                                
11 John Foxe, Acts and Monuments of Matters most Speciall and Memorable.  1536 ed. Book 3, 537. URL: 

http://www.hrionline.ac.uk/johnfoxe/main/3_1563_0537.jsp Viewed on 23 March 2008. 
12 Gelasius I, “Priesthood and Kingship.”  Printed in Brian Tierney, The Crisis of Church & State 1050-

1300: With Selected Documents.  (Englewood Cliffs, N.J : Prentice-Hall Inc., 1964), 15. 
13 J.S. Brewer and J.Gairdner, ed. Letters and Papers, Foreign and Domestic, of the Reign of Henry VIII, 

1509-1547, vol xiii. (London, Kraus Reprint Ltd,1862-1910), 355. 
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Thomas Cromwell in a letter to Thomas Wyatt made a clear effort to point out how great 

the King was in his disputation with Lambert,  

 
On the 16th inst. The King, for the reverence of the holy sacrament of the altar, sat 
openly in his hall at the judgment of  “a miserable heretic sacramentary,” 
[Lambert]… “It was a wonder to see how princely, with how excellent gravity 
and inestimable majesty his Highness exercised there the very office of a supreme 
head of his Church of England 14 

    
 The main point of the trial was not to condemn John Lambert to the secular 

authority for death.  Any bishop in England could have done the same sort of 

examination the King did.  The most important part of the trial was to make it clear that 

the King was able to adeptly and expertly perform his duties as Supreme Head of the 

Church and do it in a very public manner.  It was important to set a clear precedent of his 

power and capability. 

 The final precedent was set concerning the King’s power and authority as 

Supreme Head of the Church by February 1539 proclamation Prescribing Rites and 

Ceremonies, Pardoning Anabaptists.15 The proclamation paralleled Henry’s November 

1538 proclamation by clarifying the religious practice of rites and ceremonies.  The 

difference lies in the fact that the King pardoned domestic “Anabaptists and 

Sacramentaries” who “shall not be further troubled or vexed, but clearly acquitted from 

all worldly punishment therefor, upon trust that they will better regard not to fall 

hereafter into like folly.”16  

                                                
14  J.S. Brewer and J.Gairdner, ed. Letters and Papers, Foreign and Domestic, of the Reign of Henry VIII, 

1509-1547, vol xiii. (London, Vaduz : Kraus Reprint Ltd, 1862-1910), 385. 
15 Paul L. Hughes and James F. Larkin, eds. Tudor Royal Proclamations, vol 1. (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1964-69), 278-280. 
16 Ibid., 280. 
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 This seems completely counter to his statement at the trial of John Lambert, “if 

you doo commit your selfe vnto my iudgement, you must die, for I wil not be a patrone 

vnto heretickes.”17 In actuality, the pardon was not about heresy, it was about Henry’s 

authority.  The reason behind the pardon is twofold.  The first reason was because the 

king wanted to make clear his role as a shepard to the English people.   

 
And where of late certain Anabaptists and Sacramentaries, coming out of outward 
parts into this realm, have by divers and many perverse and crafty means seduced 
many simple persons of the King’s subjects…the King’s highness, like a most 
loving parent much moved with pity, tendering the winning of them again to 
Christ’s flock, and much lamenting also their simplicity, so by devilish crafts 
circumvented, and fearing also that great fear of extreme punishment might turn 
their simplicity to obstinacy, whereby they might perish and be lost out of Christ’s 
flock forever.18 

  
With this, the king was able to place the blame on their heretical ideas and the reason his 

subjects followed them clearly on the shoulders of the foreign Anabaptists and 

sacramentaries.  His people may have fallen victim but it was not their fault, they were 

simple and did not completely understand the truth.  The King wanted to make an 

example of himself as the leader of his flock in the same way the Pope was considered 

the leader of his flock of Christians.  Since Henry was second in authority only to God it 

was his job to make sure his flock did not lose out on salvation because he did not 

properly lead them.   

The second part of the pardon was the most important.  It was the actual 

pardoning of the people who had fallen victim.   

 

                                                
17 John Foxe, Acts and Monuments of Matters most Speciall and Memorable.  1536 ed. Book 3, 537. URL: 

http://www.hrionline.ac.uk/johnfoxe/main/3_1563_0537.jsp Viewed on 23 March 2008. 
18 Paul L. Hughes and James F. Larkin, eds. Tudor Royal Proclamations, vol 1. (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1964-69), 280. 
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Of his estimable goodness, pity, and clemency is content to remit, pardon, and 
clearly forgive, and by this present proclamation remitteth, pardoneth, and 
forgiveth to all and singular persons, as well his grace’s subjects as other, all such 
faults as they have committed by falling into such wrong and perverse opinions, 
by words or writings.19 

 
The King remitted, pardoned, and forgave sins relating to religious matters and only one 

who had the true authority and power given by Christ would be able to do this.  In the 

western world at this time, only the Pope would make the claim to this power.  More than 

forgiving people, this pardon made clear the power the King possessed and could enact as 

Supreme Head of the Church.  This is the only proclamation in the entirety of his reign, 

1509-1547, in which pardoned and forgave people in a priestly manner.20  The pardon 

was a statement of the power as Supreme Head and the extent Henry was willing to wield 

it.  

 The case is made stronger when we compare the language used in the pardon of 

the Anabaptists and language used in the Roman Catholic Mass.  In the Mass each 

individual confesses to having “sinned too much by thought, word, and deed by my 

fault.”21  The 1539 proclamation echoes this by saying, “all such faults as they have 

committed by falling into such wrong and perverse opinions, by words or writings.”22  

Instead of “deed” here the King probably decided to use “writings” because that is the 

primary source of action or deed that people did to spread heretical material into England.   

                                                
19  Paul L. Hughes and James F. Larkin, eds. Tudor Royal Proclamations, vol 1. (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1964-69), 280. 
20 Ibid., 79-377. 
21 Sarum Missal. URL: http://justus.anglican.org/resources/bcp/Sarum/English.htm. Viewed on 16 June 

2008. 
22 Paul L. Hughes and James F. Larkin, eds. Tudor Royal Proclamations, vol 1. (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1964-69), 280. 
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 In the Roman Catholic Mass the priest then grants, “Absolution and remission of 

all your sins.”23 The King used the phrase, “remit, pardon, and clearly forgive” which is 

very similar.  The King was making a very clear demonstration of his priestly powers 

with this pardon.  It was never about forgiving actual heretics.  It was about Henry VIII 

demonstrating his priestly power as Supreme Head of the English Church. 

The 1535 proclamation was a demonstration of the power Henry was willing to 

wield after the Act of Supremacy but was not completely comfortable using.  He only 

became comfortable in 1538, once the Church of England’s formulary of faith was being 

finalized and he wanted to directly add his own opinions to the matter.  The most 

important thing the November 1538 and the February 1539 proclamation accomplished, 

in coordination with the trial of John Lambert, was to make clear the power Henry held 

and was willing to use as Supreme Head of the Church.  

                                                
23 Sarum Missal. URL: http://justus.anglican.org/resources/bcp/Sarum/English.htm. Viewed on 16 June 

2008. 
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CHAPTER V 

EPILOGUE 
 
 
 In conclusion, the Anabaptists were important to Henry VIII and his government 

because they provided an easy symbol of heresy.  They were a group of heretics that 

everybody feared.  Henry VIII took full advantage of their status as universally hated 

heretics, and was able to use them to set the precedent that the New Church of England 

would not tolerate heresy.  Henry was also able to clarify and increase his powers as 

Supreme Head of the Church by using the Anabaptists. 

 This process was initiated in 1534 when the Act of Supremacy removed the 

Pope’s power in England and installed Henry VIII as Supreme Head of the Church of 

England.  At the same time this was happening, a group of Anabaptists had taken over the 

city of Münster in Germany in hopes of establishing a new Jerusalem.  Their method was 

brutal and violent.  After Münster they became feared and hated for their heresies and the 

possibility that they could take over another town.   

 The reaction to Anabaptists was no different in England than most other places in 

Western Europe.  Henry VIII issued the proclamation Ordering Anabaptists to Depart the 

Realm in March 1535, condemning Anabaptists and making it clear that foreign 

Anabaptists entering the realm would not be tolerated.  To prove that he meant what he 

said, around 20 Dutch Anabaptists were burnt at the stake in England. 

 There was an interesting side effect to this proclamation that was probably not 

intended.  It became the first time Henry VIII condemned heresy or a group of heretics 

after gaining the title of Supreme Head of the Church.  The process to establish a new 

canon law for the Church of England was only in it infancy when Henry issued this 
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proclamation.  Soon after, in 1536 and 1537, documents were passed by parliament to aid 

in the creation of the canon of the Church of England.  These documents were the Ten 

Articles (1536) and The Bishop’s Book (1537).  They created the main formularies of 

faith for the Henrician Church of England.   

The Anabaptists were used as part of each document, but only as examples of 

heretics who should not be followed.  There was no punishment cited for anybody who 

actually decided to follow Anabaptist practices. 

 Things changed, however, in 1538.  With the doctrines of the Church of England 

on their way to being finished, Henry decided it was time to step back in and assert his 

authority as Supreme Head of the Church.  He did this by issuing the proclamation 

Prohibiting Unlicensed Printing of Scripture, Exiling Anabaptists, Depriving Married 

Clergy, Removing St. Thomas à Becket from Calendar on November 16, 1538.  This 

proclamation was to clarify some theological doctrines and make clear that “Anabaptists 

and Sacramentaries” would not be tolerated.  It again made the Anabaptists targets as 

heretics that would not be tolerated, but made clear that punishment would occur if they 

were found.  In coordination with the proclamation, three Dutch Anabaptists and an 

English sacramentary were burned at the stake.  

 The most important thing that happened along with the 1538 proclamation was 

the trial of John Lambert.  He was a sacramentary, who had appealed to the King for his 

trial.  The King could not waste an opportunity like that and used his trial to a public 

display of his increasing power as Supreme Head of the Church and also King of 

England.  The King had a disputation with John Lambert on the subject of the Eucharist 

and at the end of the trial, Lambert submitted himself into the hands of the King because 
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he was unable to convince the King that his position was right.  The King declared that 

Lambert would be killed.  Through this trial Henry VIII was able to clearly demonstrate 

he had the power of auctoritas and potestas.   

 The final instance of Anabaptists being used as tools came four months after the 

trial of John Lambert and the November 16, 1538, proclamation Prohibiting Unlicensed 

Printing of Scripture, Exiling Anabaptists, Depriving Married Clergy, Removing St. 

Thomas à Becket from Calendar.  On February 26, 1539, the proclamation Prescribing 

Rites and Ceremonies, Pardoning Anabaptists was issued.  At first glance, this 

proclamation seemed counter to the four years of Anabaptist condemnation and 

punishment.  Through this proclamation Henry VIII was able to demonstrate his power as 

Supreme Head of the Church.  He pardoned, forgave, and remitted the sins of his citizen 

who had fallen victim to the Anabaptist heretics and heresies.  He set a clear precedent as 

he exercised his powers that were similar and almost equal to the Pope. 

 Overall, Anabaptists were used as targets of the state.  They served the purpose of 

being religious examples which people should not follow.  Only in 1535 were they 

perceived as a real threat because of Münster.  After that, the reaction to their heretical 

doctrines helped establish the canons of the Church of England and provided 

circumstances to increase the power of Henry VIII.  They were the most recognized 

symbols of heresy and Henry VIII was able to easily use them.   

 In the end it was never about the Anabaptists actually existing and being a 

heretical force in England.  Henry VIII decided to use their name and theology as a way 

to create and further the establishment of the Church of England and his own power.  By 



 

 

49 

using them Henry was able to step in to the role as Supreme Head of the Church of 

England and make a clear demonstration of his power by forgiving them.   
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