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Introduction: The political Bible

Even those who hate it most are willing to praise the English Bible. ‘Not to know the King James Bible is to be in some small way barbarian,’ Professor Richard Dawkins remarked in 2010.1 Dawkins was speaking for many. The English Bible, which for most people means the King James Version, cannot be praised too highly. 

Richard Dawkins was also speaking for many when he explained why we should know and celebrate the Bible. ‘You can’t appreciate English literature unless you are steeped to some extent in the King James Bible,’ he told the King James Bible Trust.2 The significance of the Bible lies in its impact on our language, our literature, our culture. Not to know it – it being the King James translation – is not to know the origins and in some instances meaning of many everyday phrases such as ‘my brother’s keeper’, ‘give up the ghost’, ‘the skin of my teeth’, ‘the writing on the wall’, ‘the salt of the earth’, ‘eat, drink and be merry’.3

Its relevance extends beyond eloquent phrases. Not to know the Bible is to obscure large tracts of English literature. How can you hope to understand The Canterbury Tales, The Pilgrim’s Progress, The Mill on the Floss, The Lord of the Flies, The Handmaid’s Tale, much of Shakespeare, most of Eliot and pretty much of all of Donne, Herbert, Milton and Hopkins without knowing the plot, characters, language and mental landscape of the Bible?4

The same goes for music. You may delight in the offerings of Tallis, Byrd, Bach, Fauré, Pärt or Tavener to name just some of the most obviously ‘Christian’ of composers, but you may delight in it more with some understanding of why and what they wrote. It’s a similar story with the visual arts. Without knowing the Bible much of the work of Giotto, Donatello, Michelangelo, El Greco, Caravaggio, Jan Brueghel the Elder and Stanley Spencer will be a blank canvas as, on a humbler scale, will the architecture and art of your local parish church. All in all, not to know the Bible is to close down innumerable avenues of cultural enrichment. 

Few today disagree. Yet, the story goes oddly quiet when we move from language, literature, music and art to politics. The Bible may have leavened the lump of English literature but it appears to have had little impact on our political life. After all, does it not itself say that we should ‘render . . . unto Caesar the things which are Caesar’s; and unto God the things that are God’s’?5 Politics and the Bible do not mix; hence the deafening silence.

Coronation and parliament

And yet it is beyond serious doubt that the Bible has been central to our national politics since the earliest days. Mediated through missionaries, bishops, abbots, monks, pastors, theologians, translators, kings, councillors, peers, philosophers, politicians, campaigners, factory workers and farmhands, the Bible has been the single most influential text in British political history. 

If we seek the origins of the belief that rulers should face judgement for the extent to which they served, or failed to serve, the common good – keeping the peace, judging justly, protecting the weak – then we will find ourselves digging around among biblical roots. If we want to understand the supposedly self-evident truth that the king should be subject to the same laws as his subjects, or to trace the development of the idea that it is legitimate for the people to resist, even to overthrow, their ruler, we will need to do the same. If we hope to understand where the doctrine of toleration came from and how it was justified, or our conviction that all humans are of equal worth and its political consequences, or even how ‘England’ and ‘Britain’ came to be political identities in the first place, we need to look to the Bible.

Such apparently ambitious claims may be supported by two concrete examples that could hardly be more central to our political tradition, the coronation and the Houses of Parliament. The coronation has its origins in a service first used in 973.6 Although modified greatly since then, it retains the same basic structure, being located in a Christian church, presided over by a Christian minister and based on the service of the Eucharist.

According to the most recent precedent, from 2 June 1953, the service, which is held in Westminster Abbey, begins with the choir singing an anthem based on Psalm 122.7 Once seated, the monarch promises, among other things, to ‘maintain the Laws of God and the true profession of the Gospel’ and to uphold the cause of law, justice and mercy.8 She is presented with a copy of the Bible (‘the most valuable thing that this world affords’) by the Moderator of the Church of Scotland, who says to her, ‘Here is Wisdom; this is Royal Law; these are the lively Oracles of God.’

The Communion Service then begins with the words of Psalm 84.9 It proceeds along familiar lines (prayer, readings, creed) but is interrupted by the anointing, at which the hymn ‘Veni, Creator Spiritus’ is sung. The queen is anointed with oil just as ‘Zadok the Priest, and Nathan the Prophet anointed Solomon [the] King,’ in the words of Handel’s anthem ‘Zadok the Priest’, which has been sung at every coronation since 1727.10 She is presented with the orb, with the words, ‘Remember that the whole world is subject to the Power and Empire of Christ our Redeemer.’ She is invested with the coronation ring, with the words, ‘Receive the ring of kingly dignity, and the seal of Catholic Faith . . . may you continue steadfastly as the Defender of Christ’s Religion.’ She receives the sceptre with the cross, ‘the ensign of kingly power and justice’. And she is given the rod ‘of equity and mercy’, marked by the dove, the symbol of the Holy Spirit. 

At the coronation itself the Archbishop of Canterbury says, ‘God crown you with a crown of glory and righteousness, that having a right faith and manifold fruit of good works, you may obtain the crown of an everlasting kingdom by the gift of him whose kingdom endureth forever.’ Following this, there is the Benediction, Enthroning and Homage, after which the ceremony returns to the Communion Service, with the queen receiving the bread and wine, the archbishop pronouncing a blessing and the choir singing ‘Gloria in Excelsis’ and finally, Te Deum. Whatever one might think of all this, it would be difficult to understand it without reference to the Bible.

The second example comes from just over the road. The House of Commons is steeped in Christian symbolism. The Central Lobby hosts mosaics of the patron saints of the four constituent parts of the United Kingdom. On its tiled floor there is the Latin text of Psalm 127:1, ‘Except the Lord build the house, they labour in vain that build it.’ The Latin text of Proverbs 21:1, ‘The king’s heart is in the hand of the Lord,’ is in the floor tiles of the Royal Gallery. The text of 1 Peter 2:17 – ‘Fear God. Honour the King’ – is in the floor of the Commons Lobby, as is that of Proverbs 11:14, ‘Where no counsel is, the people fall: but in the multitude of counsellors there is safety.’ Understanding the Houses of Parliament without knowing the Bible would hardly be easier than understanding the coronation.

It is important to acknowledge at the outset that none of this is to claim that the Bible has been the only influence on our political system, or that British politics is shaped by Christianity alone. Nor is it to claim that the contribution of the Bible to national politics has always been a positive one. Rather, the central claim of this book is that just as it is impossible to appreciate or understand English literature fully without recourse to the Bible, so it is impossible to understand the nation’s politics. 

A political story

The reasons for our modern theo-political deafness are far from clear and we shall return to them at the end of the book. What can be said for sure is that they are not because of the Bible itself.

In 2009 the Sunday Times published a review of two books by the distinguished Jewish New Testament historian Geza Vermes. At one point in the article the reviewer wrote: ‘Jesus’ main concern was healing the sick, comforting the poor and preaching about the coming of the Kingdom of God. He had no interest in politics, revolution or theology.’ It is a remarkable statement. The idea that ‘Kingdom’ is not a political term, ‘God’ is not a theological term, and preaching about the ‘coming’ of both is not a revolutionary act (however we understand that phrase) is somewhat strange, to say the least.

The truth is that the Bible is a thoroughly, uncompromisingly, almost obsessively political book. ‘When you read the Bible or hear it read in churches or chapels attend to its politics!’ exhorted early nineteenth-century Christian radicals.11 The problem is that its politics are complex and unpredictable in a way that helps to explain our contemporary deafness to its political nature and also the sheer range of political meanings that have been drawn from it throughout our history.

The Old Testament comprises thirty-nine accepted or ‘canonical’ books and tells the story of the people of Israel, formed, rescued, delivered, warned, protected, punished and restored by God.12 Israel traced its origins back to a single, wealthy pastoralist Abram, subsequently renamed Abraham,13 and traced its name to his grandson, Jacob, who was renamed Israel, meaning ‘he struggles with God’, after an all-night wrestling match with a mysterious stranger.14 The nation was properly formed, however, many centuries later, from a position of political powerlessness when God saw and rescued his people from slavery in Egypt. Their escape was accompanied by the giving of the law (‘torah’), an extensive and often highly detailed account of how the nation should live, both individually and corporately, how it should worship God and, in one highly significant passage for our story, what limits should be placed on royal power. God jealously guarded his liberated people, insisting they be kept ‘holy’ or separate from other nations, in order that they might be a ‘light’ to them. The Bible’s first five books – Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy – tell this story of origin, call, rescue and law but begin with a series of stories that deal with events on a bigger canvas, such as the creation of the world and the human condition, which would also have massive political consequences. 

The following two books, Joshua and Judges, outline the first 200 or so years of the nation’s life. They detail the brutal, but only partial, conquest of Canaan and the attempt to establish a stable tribal confederacy, ruled by non-hereditary, charismatic leaders or ‘judges’ chosen by God. Around 1000 BC (not that the Bible itself offers any such clear timeframe) one of these leaders, Saul, was chosen to be king. The ‘elders of Israel’ had petitioned the prophet Samuel for a monarch, against Saul’s wishes, Samuel’s and God’s.15 The reign was not a success, at least according to the author of 1 Samuel in which it is recorded. His successor, David, became the nation’s pre-eminent monarch, a king after God’s own heart, in spite of his adultery with Bathsheba and murder of her husband Uriah.16 During his reign, the nation was unified and attained unprecedented wealth and power, an achievement that continued into the time of his son, Solomon, who succeeded where David had failed and built the national temple to God. This part of Israel’s story is recounted primarily in the history books 1 and 2 Samuel and 1 Chronicles and was looked back on as a golden age, in which kingship was united with godliness, security and wealth.

Following Solomon’s death the nation split into two, Israel in the north and Judah in the south. Both kingdoms were marked by a more or less constant stream of venal or backsliding monarchs, with only a few, such as Hezekiah or Josiah, earning the Bible’s praise. In 722 BC, the northern kingdom, Israel, was conquered by the Assyrian Empire and 130 years later the southern one, Judah, suffered the same fate, this time at the hands of the Babylonians. The woeful history of wicked rulers, national apostasy, prophetic judgement and apparent abandonment by God is recounted in 1 and 2 Kings and 2 Chronicles, and also in the many books of prophecy that were included in the Old Testament canon. It was to leave behind it a tradition of political criticism and confrontation that would prove as significant as the more positive royal history of David and Solomon. The northern kingdom was never to be resurrected but within seventy or so years the exiles from Judah returned home. Return did not, however, entail a return to political autonomy and, with the exception of a century-long interlude after a revolt in 167 BC,17 the people of Israel were ruled by a succession of Persian, Greek, Syrian and then Roman overlords. The time of God’s reign was apparently past.

 Except that most Jews did not think so and numerous prophets promised otherwise. Jesus Christ was born at a time of political fervour, in which many Jewish sects expected a delivering saviour or ‘messiah’, and some actively plotted to overthrow their political masters, usually with gruesome consequences when they invariably failed. It was into this political maelstrom that Jesus, aged around thirty according to Luke’s gospel, came, preaching that the kingdom of God was at hand. A more incendiary political or revolutionary message it would be hard to imagine. In keeping with this form, he spoke and acted as if he were the messiah who was about to herald the kingdom. He forgave sins on his own authority. He taught without reference to the requisite rabbis and texts, and seemingly corrected the scriptures (‘. . . but I tell you . . .’). He healed and exorcised without calling on the use of prayers or amulets. He gathered round him twelve disciples (the allusion to the original twelve tribes of Israel would have been obvious). He rode into Jerusalem in the way that the messiah was expected to. And he threatened to replace the Temple, the centre of national life and resistance. In spite of all this, it became clear that Jesus had no plans to fulfil the expected messianic role of ousting the occupiers by force. Instead, he allowed himself to be submitted to an excruciating and humiliating death that he appeared to expect and to see as consistent with God’s plans. Just as announcing the kingdom of God under Roman noses could not have been much more politically antagonistic, behaving as Jesus did could not have been more religiously provocative.

Jesus’ followers were devastated by his death and transformed by his resurrection. They preached in Jerusalem and then beyond, once the capital had become too dangerous a place to remain. Their message, delivered first to Jews and then to Gentiles, was the problematic idea that the crucified and risen Jesus was indeed God’s promised messiah. Not surprisingly, they earned as many friends among the political authorities as Jesus had. And yet despite this, the earliest Christians were not political revolutionaries, at least in the narrow sense that we would understand the word. Indeed, they were generally respectful of the ruling authorities and the earliest extant Christian documents adopt a tone of political obedience. In certain coded contexts, such as the prophetic book of Revelation with which the Bible ends, they could be venomously critical of Rome, but for the most part they deferred to ‘the powers that be’.

What should be clear from this rather brief tour of the biblical story is not only the range of documents that comprise the Christian Bible – law, historical narrative, biography and apocalypse, not to mention songs, sayings, prophecy and letters – but also the range of political situations in which the people of God found themselves. They lived as oppressed slaves;18 as a federation of semi-independent tribes whose leaders were chosen by God’s will rather than human lineage; as a united kingdom, into which they stumbled for the wrong reasons before flourishing in a blaze of power and splendour; as a disunited kingdom that endured centuries of division, disorder and defeat; as an exiled and disenfranchised people; and then as subjugated and largely disenfranchised people. Even the New Testament, far shorter than the Old and concentrated into a much briefer timeframe, offers various models of political engagement, from deference to disobedience. It is not surprising that those who looked to the Bible for political answers were to come up with more or less anything they wanted.

Freedom and order

Is there anything that might give shape to the way in which the Bible has been used politically in British history, or was it (and is it) genuinely a free-for-all? 

In one regard, it could not but be a free-for-all. It is, in effect, impossible to stop people plundering a text the size and significance of the Christian Bible for their own political ends and without reference to its original meaning or legitimate interpretation. Put less cynically, how we read any text is always influenced by the context in which we read it, and the Bible is certainly no exception. When the Anglo-Saxons read it through the lens of a warrior culture and found examples of heroic bravery, they were not being any more cynical than when socially marginal Baptists read it in the seventeenth century and found ideas of toleration. Everyone reads the Bible from somewhere.

This should not be taken to mean that the reader is the author of the book, or that context is everything and content is nothing. On the contrary, there is a definite political content to the Bible. It is just that it is not straightforward. The argument of this book – beyond the contention that the Bible pervades British political history in a way that is rarely recognised – is that the Bible contains two powerful, distinct and apparently conflicting political impulses.

The first is to freedom, both the negative freedom from political constraints and the positive freedom to enable the fulfilment of inherent human potential. Ideas of negative freedom were derived from the story of the Exodus, the supreme icon of political liberation. They were drawn from the conditions placed upon kings in the torah. They were drawn from the origins of Israelite kingship in all its ambiguity. They were read from the various tales of wicked Old Testament kings who angered God and were (sometimes) punished for their sins. And they were drawn from the subservience of all kings before the King of Kings, who would one day judge them for the way in which they discharged the divinely set obligations of their office. If the biblical thrust towards negative freedom has a proof text it is Acts 5:29, on which Reformers eager to find a biblical warrant for resistance seized: ‘we ought to obey God rather than men.’

Ideas of positive freedom were closely linked to those of negative freedom. Thus the divine judgement that implicitly limited royal authority, also presented kings with the duty to secure the safety, peace, justice and common wealth of their people. The frequent injunctions in the Old Testament to care for society’s weakest were repeatedly used as a yardstick against which rulers were measured. When Christ told his audience in Matthew 25 that whatever they did ‘unto one of the least of these my brethren’ – the hungry, the thirsty, the stranger, the naked, the prisoner – they did for him, he emphasised in the strongest possible terms the imperative of caring for the weak. Perhaps most influentially, the creation story of Genesis 1 told how ‘God created man in his own image’, an idea that did more than any other to underline human equality and dignity. The duty to secure that dignity did not rest with the king alone, of course, but he bore much of its responsibility. 

The impulse to freedom, then, was a major theme and contribution of the Bible to British political thought. However, it cannot be divorced from a second, rather different impulse, the impulse towards political order. This was an idea that underpinned the sanctity of the king, his divine right and the unforgivable wickedness of rebellion. It was an idea that, when combined with the hierarchical universe of the medieval mind, underlined that everyone and everything had its rightful place in the order of creation and that to challenge it was to detune the entire cosmic order, to question God and to invite his punishment. It was an idea that was deeply antipathetic to calls for political or social freedom.

This emphasis on order was drawn from the respectful way in which both Old and New Testaments spoke about royal power. It was drawn from the way in which Old Testament kings were anointed, thereby sanctifying them with the very authority of God. It was drawn from the way in which David, even when hunted down by a tyrannical Saul and presented with the opportunity to kill him, declined, saying he could never lay his hand on God’s anointed. It was drawn from the fact that Israel’s glory days were synonymous with kingship. It was drawn from Christ’s recognition that Caesar had a right to what he was due. And it was drawn from the exceptionally high level of respect that the earliest Christians had towards political authority. If this biblical thrust towards political order has a proof text it is Romans 13:1: ‘Everyone must submit himself to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has established.’

There is no doubt that, intertwined as these two impulses have been throughout British political history, it is the latter one, towards order, that has had the upper hand. There is also no doubt that it is this impulse to order that our liberated age is most liable to see as unforgivably authoritarian. There is no denying that authoritarianism, but modern readers would do well at least to try to understand it rather than condemning it out of hand. We would do well to remember that at the time when the impulse to political order was at its most authoritarian, the majority of people lived in highly flammable timber and thatched houses that were lit and heated only by fire. They subsisted one or two harvests away from starvation and a family death, or even injury, away from complete ruin. They had no police, no insurance and no meaningful medical services. They were frequently worried about the threat of invasion, attack and fifth columnists. And they believed that social or political disobedience could actually undermine the foundations of creation. It is only by entering this mental world that we can begin to understand why people placed such a premium on public order. 

This kind of empathy should make the biblical impulse towards political order that was so central to former generations more understandable. But it does not make it any easier to reconcile with the impulse towards political freedom. Is it possible to square ‘we ought to obey God rather than men’ with ‘everyone must submit himself to the governing authorities’?

The simple answer is no – at least, not fully and not here. The tension between these two impulses is profound rather than cosmetic. According to this conception of human politics, there is no endpoint, no polity, and no earthly system in which both impulses are satisfactorily served. Search for it as we might, there is no place where peace and security, justice and righteousness, freedom and order perfectly co-exist; no Utopia; no heaven on earth.

The reason for this lies in that fundamental Christian conviction of inherent human fallibility. Perfect freedom and perfect order are unrealisable because our very nature makes them unrealisable. Put another way, because humans are sinful, we are apt to abuse our freedom in a way that harms others. Although we should use our freedom for the common good, we tend not to, preferring instead, even if unconsciously, to deploy it for our own ends, even when those ends damage others. We need political order to keep us in check.

But what applies to political freedom applies also to political order. We are as liable to abuse political authority as we are freedom with even more deleterious effects. Political order, structure and authority are necessary but they too demand limitation. Thus a ruler’s reign is always under law, his authority is under judgement and his power is limited, in particular by the need to respect and honour the relationship between the individual (or the Church) and God himself. It is this freedom that, historically, formed the basis of wider, political freedoms. Thus, just as political order necessarily constrains our freedom, religious and political freedom must undermine our order.

The result is a dynamic rather than a static situation. Politics never achieves a still point in the turning world because human nature will not let it. Our struggles for freedom will always need to be restrained by political order. Our emphasis on order will always need to be challenged by freedom. Only when humans themselves are transformed, in the final kingdom of God, can there possibly be a resolution to this. In the meantime we are stuck with a situation in which our twin impulses towards freedom and order struggle together.

The argument

Freedom and order, then, are the keys with which to unlock the biblical influence on British political history. This is not for a moment to say that an agonistic message of balance and tension has been the dominant one of Christian politics through the ages. It has not. Most individual Christian political thinkers have leant strongly towards one end or the other of the spectrum (mostly towards the end of political order). But the cumulative effect of the tradition has been agonistic, a perpetual and irreconcilable tussle between freedom and order. 

This book uses the ideas of freedom and order to try to bring some pattern to that tradition. Part 1 explores the political influence of the Bible in the millennium or so before the printing of the first English Bibles. Covering such an expanse of time, when there was little to divide religious from political affairs, has necessitated an episodic approach. Chapter 1 outlines the political foundations laid in the pre-Conquest era and Chapter 2 proceeds to some of the more significant events, which in effect means conflicts, of the post-Conquest one. 

Part 2 looks at what it calls the age of biblical politics and the shadow it cast. Beginning with William Tyndale translating the New Testament in the 1520s, it charts the initial, powerful movement towards authoritarianism, followed by the struggles relating to the need and justification for disobedience in the later sixteenth century. Chapter 5 follows the differing opinions as they grew more pronounced in the first half of the seventeenth century, reaching a climax in the Civil Wars and the chaos of the Interregnum, a chaos that threw up a range of seminal political ideas and, in the process, cast a long shadow over national politics, which is explored in Chapter 6.

Part 3 looks at the reassertion of the Bible in national politics from the mid-eighteenth century onwards, powered by the evangelical revival that began in the 1730s, but chastised and changed by the experience of preceding centuries. Chapter 7 examines the evangelical revival and the massive impact it had on politics from the 1780s, and in particular the way it was shaped and channelled by the French Revolution, the Napoleonic Wars and the emerging discipline of political economy. Chapter 8 follows the story through the later nineteenth century, encompassing the domestic efforts of the Seventh Earl of Shaftesbury, the impact on the British Empire and the late climax of nonconformist politics, before charting the reasons for the decline of political evangelicalism. Chapters 9 and 10 look at the tradition of Christian radicalism and socialism which, although still peripheral in the early nineteenth century, had assumed centre-stage by the early twentieth. Chapter 11 brings the story up to date, charting the slow decline of biblically informed politics in the first three-quarters of the twentieth century and then the equally slow, but rather less expected, rise in the final decades of the millennium. 

Freedom and Order focuses disproportionately on English politics, a fact that demands a word of explanation. The book began as a study on British politics but it soon became clear that my focus was largely south of the border. For reasons of space, it was decided to maintain that focus rather than risk doing an injustice to Scottish, Welsh or Irish politics by dealing with them cursorily. For that reason, the ‘history’ and ‘politics’ of the subtitle refer primarily to English history and English politics. That said, ‘English’ remains a limited and inadequate term for all the obvious reasons. As a result, there were times, before 1707, where it was impossible to adhere rigidly to these self-imposed geographical limitations, just as there were times after it when to use the word ‘English’ rather than ‘British’ sounded arch and incorrect. Thus, while parts 1 and 2 use ‘English’ more or less exclusively, part 3 uses both terms. I hope confusion has been avoided and the relevant terms have been deployed accurately and appropriately throughout.

A short Postscript at the end of the book looks forward to what we might expect from the twenty-first century and asks what lessons Christians, and others, might learn from history. As mentioned above, it is a paradox of the role of the Bible in British political history that so many utterly self-confident and determined pronouncements on the imperative of either political order or political freedom should result in a cumulative tradition that is agonistic and hesitant: freedom and order, both necessary and irreconcilable. It is this cumulative, agonistic understanding of human politics that is perhaps the Bible’s greatest gift to our national political tradition. In an age of conspic­uous political scepticism born in no small measure from political hubris, it is a message we could do well to recapture. 





Part 1

Before the English Bible





Chapter 1

‘Whether you will or not, you will have him as a judge’: Laying foundations

On the sixth day of rye harvest in the autumn of AD 695, Wihtred, most gracious king of the people of Kent, assembled the leading men of his kingdom at Bearsted, near Maidstone. The company was led by Brihtwold, Archbishop of Canterbury and the only primate in the country, and included ‘every order of the Church [which] spoke in unanimity with the loyal people’. There, ‘with the consent of all’, the kingdom’s leading men devised twenty-eight decrees that were to be added to the existing laws of the Kentish people. The first one ran as follows: ‘The Church [is to be] free from taxation. And the king is to be prayed for, and they are to honour him of their own free-will without compulsion.’1

It would be hard to frame more succinctly the intimate and symbiotic relationship between Christianity and political power that would dominate national life for the next 1,300 years. Spiritual and temporal power worked together. Each reinforced the other’s authority. Each legitimised the other’s rule. Church and state, archbishop and king, God and Caesar were partners, of equal significance in the government of the realm. 

Wihtred’s laws do not quote the Bible but are self-evidently indebted to it. ‘Men living in illicit cohabitation are to turn to a right life with repentance of sins, or to be excluded from the fellowship of the Church,’ Clause 3 commands.2 ‘If a servant, by his lord’s command, do servile work between sunset on Saturday evening and sunset on Sunday evening, his lord is to pay 80 shillings,’ says Clause 9.3 Sexual morality, Sabbath observance, fasting, the rule of law over lord and servant alike – all were rooted, ultimately, in biblical teaching. 

Much the same can be said of the only surviving laws from any other contemporary English kingdom, the West Saxons.4 These begin with the significant prologue, ‘Ine, by the grace of God, King of the West Saxons . . .’, and declare in their opening clause, ‘First we enjoin that the servants of God observe their proper rule.’ They proceed to deal with baptism, observing the Sabbath and rights of sanctuary.5 King Ine, like his contemporary Wihtred, was advised by ‘a great assembly of the servants of God’ and was just as concerned to legislate according to his kingdom’s new Christian faith.

Two centuries later, King Alfred’s laws are explicit about their biblical debt.6 Alfred was determined to invigorate the ecclesiastical, educational and moral life of his kingdom. The Viking invasions that dominated his reign were seen as a sign of divine judgement. God’s help was essential for victory and although nothing could force the Almighty’s hand, he would surely be more likely to look favourably on a nation that knew and obeyed his laws.7 Alfred personally contributed to this task. His biographer, Asser, describes how the king ‘listen[ed] eagerly and attentively to Holy Scripture being read out by his own countrymen’, and never ceased from ‘personally giving . . . instruction in all virtuous behaviour and tutelage in literacy’.8 He translated a number of classic Christian texts and scoured the country for learned men to edify the West Saxon court. He helped establish a court school that would educate his children, those of other noblemen ‘and a good many of lesser birth as well’.9 In his preface to Gregory’s Pastoral Rule he even proclaimed his intention to translate into the vernacular ‘certain books’ that all men should know, ‘so that all free-born young men now in England who have the means to apply themselves to it, may be set to learning . . . until the time that they can read English writings properly’.10 The scheme for universal education of free men in the vernacular was abortive but there is no reason to doubt its seriousness. Gregory’s Pastoral Rule emphasised how a bishop needed to be learned if he were to teach his flock and Alfred believed this applied to temporal authorities too. 

It was in this context that Alfred’s law code, issued towards the end of his reign, should be understood. The code itself is long and without any obvious structure. In an introduction that takes up about a fifth of the entire work, Alfred writes how he ‘collected these [earlier law codes] together and ordered to be written many of them which our forefathers observed, which I liked’. The code illustrates an explicit and repeated biblical basis.11 The introduction begins with the Ten Commandments from Exodus 20 and sixty-six verses of Mosaic law from the following three chapters of Exodus.12 It then moves from the Old Testament to the New by means of Christ’s words from Matthew’s gospel: ‘think not that I am come to destroy the law.’13 It explains that Christ ‘had come not to shatter or annul the commandments but to fulfill them; and he taught mercy and meekness’ and then quotes the golden rule, as given in Matthew 7:12, ‘What you wish that other men may not do to you, do not to other men,’ of which it remarks, ‘A man can think on this one sentence alone, that he judges each one rightly: he has need of no other law-books.’ The introduction then quotes the apostolic letter of Acts 15, the fruit of what was in effect the first church council, held at Jerusalem around the year AD 50, which advised Gentile believers to ‘abstain from food sacrificed to idols, from blood, from the meat of strangled animals and from sexual immorality.’14 The law code itself, which comprises provisions protecting the weaker members of society against oppression, limiting the ancient custom of blood-feud and emphasising the duty of a man to his lord, is less explicitly biblical but is divided in 120 chapters, 120 being the age at which Moses died,15 the number of believers in the earliest church16 and standing for law in the number symbolism of early medieval biblical exegetes.17

Historians have observed that Alfred’s law code, at least as existing manuscripts preserve it, would have been of little use to a judge in court, disordered and full of contradictions as it was. It was not intended, however, to provide a comprehensive law code for English society any more than the Old Testament law on which it drew was intended to present early Israel with a constitution. Rather, Alfred’s law code, like Wihtred’s and Ine’s before it, was intended to be powerfully symbolic, placing the king’s legislative activity on a historical stage that stretched back through the early Church and Christ to Moses and the divine law itself. 

Moreover, by explicitly acknowledging and integrating earlier law codes from different English kingdoms, such as Aethelbert of Kent and Offa of Mercia, this king of the West Saxons was consciously integrating the historically warring English kingdoms into a whole.18 And he was doing so by inviting all the people to see themselves as a, even the, people of God. Alfred helped forge the identity of a Christian people that was defending itself against a violent, irreligious menace, in much the same way as Old Testament Israel had done. He was, in effect, forming the idea of the English people by means of biblical law and narrative, and placing them firmly within God’s protection and his purposes for the world.19

‘There are two things by which this world is ruled’: the structure of power

Alfred’s laws, like those of the Kentish and Mercian kings on which he drew, assumed a relationship between temporal and spiritual authority that was based on, and delineated by, Christian theology. Anglo-Saxon political thought was part of a broader tradition already over 500 years old by Alfred’s time.

By the time of Alfred that tradition had divided into two distinct streams, relating to what had been the Eastern and Western Roman Empire. When the Emperor Constantine adopted Christianity in the early years of the fourth century he transformed its status. From having been a growing but marginal and sometimes persecuted minority religion, Christianity became officially recognised and protected. Constantine became a hero of the Church, with some Christians lauding him as a second Christ. The historian Eusebius articulated an extreme but not unrepresentative opinion in seeing Constantine’s conversion as a turning point in world history, a fulfilment of God’s promises to Abraham. Roman history, according to Eusebius, was being determined by divine providence. The empire had been founded under Augustus, in whose reign Christ had been born. Its hidden purpose had, all along, been to enable the spread of Christianity, the culmination of which came with Constantine. Accordingly, the emperor was seen as God’s vicegerent on earth, ruling over an empire that reflected the very kingdom of heaven. Just as monotheism was the basis of the cosmic order, with God the single, supreme ruler of the universe, so the world was to be ruled by only one emperor, who could legitimately claim jurisdiction over all matters, including ecclesiastical ones. 

Constantine had legalised Christianity but it was not until the 380s that it became the official religion of the empire. Thereafter Church and empire formed a (theoretically) harmonious whole, the emperor deriving his authority directly from God and exercising jurisdiction over all affairs within the unified entity of Church and empire. The emperor’s will constituted law. ‘Let the imperial rank be exempted from all our provisions, because God has subjected the laws themselves to the emperor, by sending him as a living law to men.’20

This was the source from which all medieval conceptions of political power flowed. The currents of history, however, took Eastern and Western empires and ideas in different directions. Although under constant pressure from, and losing considerable territory to Islam, the Byzantine East survived. The Byzantines remained self-consciously ‘Roman’ and maintained the earlier Roman idea in which Church and state were indissolubly linked.21 As a result, the Orthodox Church preserved a theo-political proximity, a tight and mutually edifying relationship between Church and state that was never again achieved in the West.

The Western empire subsided under barbarian invasions between the fourth and seventh centuries, during which period the papacy emerged as a governmental institution. Western Christendom was shaped by this disaster and, in particular, by St Augustine’s The City of God against the Pagans, which was his response to the situation.22 This was written in the wake of Rome’s destruction in 410, although the idea of two cities, one earthly, the other eternal, predated this event in Augustine’s mind by at least two decades. The City of God relocated the Christian’s home and hopes from the earthly to heavenly realm. In doing so, it helped explain recent, seemingly calamitous events and directed political expectations away from empire and emperor, and towards a remote deliverance that was the gift of God alone.

Deflating earthly political ambitions as Augustine did, he did not do away with them altogether. The city of God co-existed with that of the people, albeit tarnished by the sins of the world, in the form of the Church, which, uniquely, emerged standing from the ruins of the Roman West. During these centuries, the Pope’s role as pastor and teacher was supplemented by a jurisdictional one, whereby he governed a Church that was understood not just as a communion of believers but as an organised, effective and distinct corporate body within society. This was where the city of God assumed its earthly presence. 

Two biblical texts were central to this process, both of which would exert a massive influence on medieval political thought. The first was Matthew 16:18–19, in which Christ tells Peter: ‘thou art Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it. And I will give unto thee the keys of the kingdom of heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt bind on earth shall be bound in heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.’’

This was read as referring to the papacy specifically and interpreted in a jurisdictional rather than simply spiritual manner. It was combined with another passage from John 21 in which Christ asks Peter three times whether he truly loves him and tells him, when he answers in the affirmative, to ‘feed my lambs’, ‘feed my sheep’ and ‘feed my sheep’.23 Taken together these texts provided the biblical foundation for the papacy’s spiritual, pastoral, jurisdictional and political claims.

The idea that the papacy was a separate jurisdictional power was to be of immense importance in the later Middle Ages, providing an alternative source of authority that limited temporal power and in the process created a great deal of tension with it. In the early Middle Ages, however, the relationship was less strained and more harmonious. This relationship was most clearly and influentially articulated in a letter written by Pope Gelasius to Emperor Anastasius I in 494, in which he declared that ‘there are two things . . . by which this world is ruled: the consecrated authority of priests and the royal power.’24 These two powers worked together to bring security, order and welfare to society. The Church was in control of religious matters, as the emperor ‘though first of the human race in dignity’ must ‘submit devoutly to those who are preeminent in God’s work . . . so learning . . . to be subordinate in religious matters’. The emperor, in turn, was supreme in the temporal sphere, as priests ‘conscious that divine providence has conferred the empire upon you, obey your laws as public discipline requires’. Gelasius admitted that, of the two powers, ‘priests have the greater responsibility, in that they will have to give account before God’s judgment seat for those who have been kings of men,’ a responsibility that implied that of a superior answerable for the actions of an inferior.

This was the source of the ‘two swords’ analogy – government divided between temporal and spiritual powers – that was to dominate the Christian West for a millennium. It meant that there were two parallel jurisdictions within Christendom, two sources of legitimate authority, two claims on public loyalty. It meant that the claims of temporal authorities within their own territory would never be unchallenged or supreme, as they were always frustrated by another, spiritual, authority. Work together as these two authorities usually did, the idea of the ‘two swords’ meant that there was always the potential for a seismic conflict of interests within Western Christendom.

At the time of its inception, Gelasius’ ambitious vision did not have much of an impact, partly because the imperial court never accepted its validity and partly because Gelasius’ successors did not always adopt such a severe attitude to temporal power. Gregory I, for example, the Pope who sent missionaries to Kent in the late sixth century, took a rather less antagonistic stance. If, as the Anglo-Saxon scholar Alcuin of York wrote in 793, it was true that ‘we are fellow-citizens by a two-fold relationship: sons of one city in Christ, that is, of Mother Church, and natives of one country,’ it was also true that this dual nationality could be harmonious and constructive.25

‘Let us all kneel, and jointly beseech the true and living God Almighty’: the partnership of Church and state

As the empire in the West lost its authority, it was overrun and replaced by various smaller kingdoms. The Vulgate translation of the Bible, completed by St Jerome around the end of the fourth century and destined to be the medieval West’s only official version, contained around 520 references to ‘kingdom’ in general, 70 to the ‘kingdom of God’ and 30 to the ‘kingdom of heaven’. These played an important role in legitimising and sustaining the innumerable local kings whose power now spread across Western Europe.

A number of specific texts were used to justify royal power. Some were obvious. Romans 13, a passage of unparalleled significance in European history, began: ‘Let every soul be subject unto the higher powers. For there is no power but of God: the powers that be are ordained of God.’ John 19:11 read: ‘Jesus answered [Pilate], “Thou couldest have no power at all against me, except it were given thee from above.”’ Such verses had obvious implications for the legitimacy of royal power, the importance of political order and the duty of obedience owed by subjects, and they were widely deployed to that effect. The Old Testament, with its extensive history of kings and kingship, was also drawn upon to demonstrate the divine origins of royal power. The manner in which the prophet Samuel anointed Saul, Israel’s first king, or the way in which the young David refused to kill Saul when relations between them soured, provided a powerful basis for the sacred authority of kingship. The fact that the Old Testament was also profoundly ambivalent about kingship was largely ignored. The king was God’s vicegerent on earth, often described as his vicar. Political authority in the newly Christian kingdoms was legitimised by the Church by drawing on biblical concepts. 

This was a two-way process. The (re-)conversion of Western Europe was predominantly a top-down affair, with England being no exception. In Book II of his Ecclesiastical History of the English People Bede describes how, when King Edwin of Northumbria received the faith, Bishop Paulinus of York spent thirty-six days ‘fully occupied in catechising and baptizing’ the locals.26 Elsewhere, in his Life of St Cuthbert, Bede describes peasants mocking a handful of monks, swept out to sea by the mouth of the River Tyne. They shouted at them, ‘May God spare none of them, for they have taken away from men the ancient rites and customs, and how the new ones are to be attended to, nobody knows.’27 Christianity was not, it appears, a popular creed, at least in the early years of its reintroduction, and its success resided entirely on its appeal to the royal and noble classes within society. 

Thus from its earliest days, English Christianity was bound up, indeed often synonymous, with political authority. Bishops frequently lived and acted like noblemen, which is what many were. The monasteries that dominated the Anglo-Saxon landscape were commonly owned and run by members of royal households. It was not uncommon for Churches to become thoroughly mired in the circle of violence that accompanied the factional politics of the time.28

The Church was accordingly quick to secure political and financial advantage. Wihtred’s law code began, as we saw, with an exemption from taxation. Aethelberht gave the Church a heavier compensation for theft than he did himself. Ine’s laws commanded the payment of church-scot, a forerunner of tithe, by Martinmas (11 November) and threatened a 60 shilling fine, the law’s largest, ‘if anyone does not discharge it’.29 Charters show how rapidly royal land was donated, inalienably, to the Church, to the consternation of many rulers. The Penitential of the seventh-century reforming Archbishop of Canterbury, Theodore of Tarsus, stipulated that, although clerics could not fight, the Church should receive one-third of war booty. Theodore also insisted that tithe should be voluntary for the poor, rather than a burden on them, although over the following centuries it was to become a legal obligation, enforced by the state, and directed to general Church use rather than for pilgrims and the poor as it had been.30

The effect of this was not simply to identify the Church with aristocratic status or to present it with immediate access to political and financial power, but also to shape the way in which Christianity was understood and exercised. Association with the noble classes meant immersion in noble virtues, specifically the warrior culture that dominated Anglo-Saxon England. Bede describes how King Oswald of Northumbria ‘erected the sign of the holy cross’ before fighting the pagan army of Cadwalla in 635. Oswald ‘cried to his army, “Let us all kneel, and jointly beseech the true and living God Almighty, in his mercy, to defend us from the haughty and fierce enemy; for He knows that we have undertaken a just war for the safety of our nation.”’31 The Christian God was a frightening and apparently unbeatable warrior to have on one’s side.

Another example of the way in which, in the early years, Anglo-Saxon warrior culture moulded Christianity, rather than the other way round, was unearthed in July 2009, when a vast hoard of gold was discovered in Staffordshire. Among the 1,500 or so objects, most with some military connection, was a strip of gold bearing an inscription from Numbers 10:35: ‘Rise up, O Lord, and may thy enemies be dispersed and those who hate thee be driven from thy face.’32 Although it is not clear whether the strip would have been attached to a military or ecclesiastical object – the text was also used in the liturgy for the consecration of churches – the way the object was interred in such a martial hoard is highly suggestive. In the words of historian Patrick Wormald, ‘Christianity had been assimilated by a warrior nobility which had no intention of abandoning its culture, or seriously changing its traditions, customs, tastes, and loyalties into the articulation of the new faith.’33

And not only the warrior nobility; the clergy too were affected by the culture in which they operated. Although the evidence of clerics bearing arms, in contravention of Church law, is limited, it clearly did happen, not only because some sources describe it but because some ecclesiastics spoke out against it. In the process of doing so, they revealed that some defended the practice on biblical grounds. In a pastoral letter of the late tenth century, Aelfric wrote how ‘some priests say that Peter had a sword when he cut off the ear of the wicked man, the Jewish servant . . . but we say in truth that the righteous Saviour, and those who followed him, did not go armed or with any warfare . . . if Peter had been allowed to kill the man, Christ would not have commanded him to hide the sword.’34

All this naturally shaped the engagement with the Christian scriptures, which were read and sometimes reinterpreted within the framework of the prevailing culture. The Old Testament was, as we shall note below, an obvious source for newly Christianised Anglo-Saxon England. Its stories of battles and conquest, kings and warriors, enemies and invasion had a clear appeal. Even those that were more subversive of such martial virtues could be re-worked.35 It could present other, more pervasive problems, however. Aelfic complained about how his contemporaries liked to cite Old Testament support for their own predilection for taking concubines or exacting revenge. Such practices were not Christian and pointed to the dangers, of which the Western Church would grow steadily more aware, of allowing the laity to engage with the scriptures directly, either through a vernacular translation or without the protective guidance of the clergy. 

The New Testament itself presented a different challenge. Here there was no martial culture to legitimise Saxon warrior ethics. Indeed, the problem was the very opposite. Christ’s teaching and self-sacrifice were antipathetic to a culture that celebrated violence and vengeance. It seems, therefore, to be no accident that Anglo-Saxon poets appear to have largely ignored much of the gospels – the nativity, the baptism of Christ, his teachings, his healings – in favour of the great culminating events of salvation history – incarnation, crucifixion, the harrowing of hell, the ascension and the Last Judgement – which they interpreted again through the only matrix they knew. Thus Christ is described as a triumphant prince. The apostles are a band of thegns. The harrowing of hell is, in effect, a military attack from which the triumphant Lord returns with booty, the souls he has rescued, to celebrate his glorious victory like any good king by giving gifts to his followers. 

It would be misleading to see only one-way cultural traffic in the relationship between temporal and spiritual authorities in Anglo-Saxon England. As we shall shortly see, Church and Bible had considerable opportunity and ability, and some success, in shaping the exercise of political power. Nor would it be fair to see the relation­ship as simply self-serving – the Church legitimising and sanctifying political claims in return for military protection, and financial and political privilege. Clerics were sometimes willing to challenge the exercise of political power, for which they believed they would in part be accountable on Judgement Day. Nevertheless, it is clear that, for all that it was an independent body within society, the Church was an independent body with ties so close to royalty that its ability, and inclination, to think and act outside the culture of the age was blunted. The very process of conversion to, and establishment of, Christianity bestowed upon the Church the same stature that enabled it to – and dissuaded it from – shape the exercise of political power.

‘Whether you will or not, you will have him as a judge’: the limits of kingship

Both the nature of the relationship between spiritual and temporal authorities and the theological foundations that justified it, meant that the protection of God’s Holy Church was the king’s foremost duty. When papal legates visited the country in 786, they attended the Mercian and Northumbrian courts and presented to the assembled lords and bishops twenty papal canons.36 Chapters 11–14 of these canons comprise a brief treatise on political theory, heavily biblical in its language and logic, which offers as complete, if theoretical, a picture of the biblical parameters of kingship in mid-Anglo-Saxon England as exists anywhere.

The first of this group, canon eleven, deals with the duties of the king and, in particular, the nature of his relationship with the Church. Kings and leaders should govern with prudence and discipline, and judge justly. That meant, among other things, dealing with the Church in the appropriate manner. Leaders should consider how they wished their own wives to be treated and then care for the Church, the bride of Christ, in the same way. They should not be arrogant in their exercise of power, not oppress others and not exact unjust tribute. 

Particular emphasis was placed on the importance of heeding episcopal teaching, and recognising not only ecclesiastical independence but also supremacy. A series of biblical texts showed how bishops had authority over secular rulers. They were the key-bearers of heaven. They were answerable for the souls of the laity on the Day of Judgement. They were messengers of God and spoke in his place. Only God could judge them.37 Such high esteem demanded considerable respect and Anglo-Saxon kings took their duties to the Church very seriously. Bede tells us that as soon as King Edwin was baptised, he built ‘a larger and nobler church of stone, which was to enclose the little oratory he had built before’.38 A little later in his narrative he records how King Oswiu, newly victorious over the powerful pagan King Penda, immediately fulfilled his vow of giving his daughter Elfieda, ‘who was scarce a year old’, to be consecrated to God ‘in perpetual virginity’.39

The royal responsibility to God’s Church went beyond building churches and consecrating virgins. One of the consequences of the closeness of the relationship between Church and king was that the latter was charged with duties that, at least as far as the New Testament conceived them, were entirely those of the Church. The Anglo-Saxon abbot Eanwulf wrote to Charlemagne in 773, advising him to ‘hasten to spread the Christian faith among the peoples subject to you, increase your righteous zeal for their conversion, suppress the worship of idols, [and] cast down the buildings of their temples.’40 A true, godly king was one who not only enabled the gospel to be preached but zealously suppressed other religions in the process. In return, he would receive the prayers and honour of the faithful, ‘without compulsion’ – as Ine’s laws put it entirely without irony – and, ultimately, the rewards of heaven. Thus the two swords worked together, the king using one to spread the gospel, the Church the other to legitimise his rule. 

In legitimising the king’s rule, however, the Church also began the process of limiting it, not just by existing as a separate authority in itself, a fact that only began to shape European politics significantly in the eleventh century, but also by articulating what the king needed to do in order to maintain his earthly legitimacy. This was where the traffic started flowing in the other direction. 

The principal way in which Church and Bible shaped kingship as it was exercised in England was to place it under judgement. Kings were kings by grace not merit. ‘[It was] not your own merit but the abundant goodness of God [that] appointed king and rule over many,’ wrote St Boniface to Aethelbert, King of Mercia in 747.41 Kings would have to give account of their actions before the King of Kings. ‘Whether you will or not, you will have him as a judge,’ Alcuin warned Ethelred.42

Recognising royal accountability to God was not, at this stage, the same thing as recognising royal accountability to the Pope. In the early Middle Ages, the accountability of the king before God meant that kings were regularly reminded of their duties by the clergy who preached, wrote to them or drafted their legislation. ‘Ponder . . . within yourself how diligently to establish God’s law over the people of God,’ Cathwulf urged Charlemagne.43 ‘Above all, have the love of God in your hearts, and show that love by keeping his commandments,’ Alcuin reminded Ethelred.44

The choice of the word ‘commandments’ was not an accident. The duties incumbent upon kings and the judgement they faced were derived ultimately from the scriptures. In the first instance this meant obedience to the law. Fundamental to Old Testament Israel was the idea that the law was supreme over all, including the king. ‘When [the king] sitteth upon the throne of his kingdom, that he shall write him a copy of this law . . . it shall be with him, and he shall read therein all the days of his life
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