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Chapter 1

When Zadok the Priest anointed Solomon King: the sacred nature of kingship

Gold, frankincense and myrrh. Gifts fit for a king and given, according to tradition, by three kings drawn to a stable in Bethlehem to honour the infant Jesus. It is one of the most popular of the Christmas narratives of the Gospels, often cited as a reason why presents are so much a part of the festive season.

It is a Gospel story that the British monarchy has always taken very seriously. On 6 January, Feast of the Epiphany, the choir of the Chapel Royal at St James’s Palace, dressed in their scarlet and gold-trimmed tunics, process to the church for the service to celebrate how those with earthly powers bowed down before the Christ Child. And at this service, the giving of gold, frankincense and myrrh is repeated once more, this time on behalf of the sovereign.

The ceremony is at least five hundred years old and at one time was attended by the sovereign in person who, until the time of George III, also carried the offerings in person. These are now carried on silver salvers by ushers led by the Serjeant of the Vestry and escorted by Beefeaters from the Tower of London. The Dean of the Chapels Royal, currently Dame Sarah Mullally, also Bishop of London, officiates.

The gift-giving of the monarch to the newborn Christ Child has layers of meaning, not least a sign that a sovereign has a role in leading his or her subjects in worship. But it also highlights that the British monarch is following in the footsteps of those ancient kings of the east by paying homage to this particular King, Jesus Christ, who rules both heaven and earth. Humility, therefore, is one of the attributes of a monarch.

The comforts of the material world and the grandeur of royalty enjoyed by monarchs are not what are commonly associated with Christianity, the religion founded by someone born in a stable, who knew poverty and advocated that his disciples give everything away to the poor, and who taught that it is harder for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter heaven.1 And yet there are constant reminders throughout both Old and New Testaments that kingship and majesty are key themes in the shaping of first Judaism and later Christianity. In turn they have played their part in forming the thinking of what monarchy means in this country.

The references to Christ’s kingship come thick and fast in the Gospels’ passion narratives and provide conflicting ideas of authority and power. Pontius Pilate, the Governor of Judea, is introduced as one who has been given the authority and power to act for the good of the Roman Empire, something that is often at odds with the good of the majority. He exercises his office with little concern for justice or for the importance of truth. Even though he finds no fault with the arrested Jesus, he does not release him, but as a pragmatist, chooses to hand over to the crowd the decision as to whether he should be freed.

Jesus does not deny his kingship when challenged about it by Pilate, but it is clear that it is not a majesty of this world. It is not one that derives from territory or power. This is a kingship of true authority that comes from God, that has been mandated by him. It is a kingship that has been woven through the Gospel narratives, revealed in how Jesus acts, not by flexing his oppressive muscles or revealing himself as a tyrant, but as a king who ‘emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, and being born in human likeness’.2

This idea of the King as humble servant is seen earlier in the Old Testament, with the prophet Zechariah saying:

 

Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion!

Shout aloud, O daughter of Jerusalem!

Lo, your king comes to you;

triumphant and victorious is he,

humble, and riding on a donkey,

on a colt, the foal of a donkey.3

So in joining the procession of the kings at Epiphany, a monarch is humbling himself or herself before the King who has himself shown humility, in becoming human at all, in being laid in a manger – the eating receptacle of the ox and ass in the stable – who will come into Jerusalem not with a grand retinue but mounted on a donkey, as Zechariah foretold. He will become food himself through the Last Supper – as much spiritual nourishment as the hay and straw of the manger was food for the animals.

The writers of the Old Testament explored many aspects of human kingship, as well as the countercultural idea of kingly humility, and through it indicated how the monarchs of this earth might reflect the kingship of God. In this way they underlined the spiritual and sacred nature of monarchy, which has been key to the British concept of kingship for generations.

The Bible’s early books record the history of the people of Israel, ruled in their early years by judges after their arrival in the land of Canaan, but their rule brought corruption and lawlessness. Kings were the solution to anarchy, bringing stability after years of unrest. The King became an intermediary between God and his people, ensuring that the covenant between them remained. Kingship in that part of the ancient world was vested in the gods, and those on earth were mediators, striving to ensure that the vulnerable, be they widows or orphans, were protected. The King to the Israelites was a guarantor of order, but also acted as a spiritual pointer to God’s mercy, justice, faithfulness and righteousness by embodying those same qualities. As the psalmist put it:

 

Give the king your justice, O God,

And your righteousness to a king’s son.

May he judge your people with righteousness,

And your poor with justice.4

Not that kingship got off to a good start for the Israelites. Samuel anointed Saul to be the first King, a military leader who would deliver them from their enemies. But he became disobedient and, rather than listening to God first, sought to do the people’s bidding first, even if this meant not doing what God commanded.

The next King, David, fared better, and his rule is the dominant story of the Old Testament – more space is given to him than even to Abraham or Moses. Under David and his successor, Solomon, kingship became a dominant feature of Israelite society.

While David displayed as much military prowess as Saul, there were other significant developments in ideas of kingship during David’s rule. This was a king who was also a healer, the poet psalmist and, of course, the representative of the little man, with his killing of the giant, Goliath.

David was also a shepherd, away looking after the sheep when Samuel went to find Israel’s next king, directed by God, among Jesse’s sons, and the early use of the shepherd as leader metaphor comes with the people repeating God’s words: ‘you . . . shall be shepherd of my people Israel, you . . . shall be ruler over Israel.’5

For Christians, this foretells the idea of Jesus the Good Shepherd – another King who leads his flock.

This is a king who provides stability for Israel, no longer a wandering tribe but settled, ruled over by the dynasty that comes after David. David was not without his failings: this is the King who committed adultery with Bathsheba and saw off his rival, her husband Uriah, by ensuring he was killed while he was away at war. But David was repentant – a king but still a flawed human being. He came before God, seeking forgiveness – another sign of the need among kings for humility.

Solomon, who followed after David, was the next King by reason of his being born of the house of David – a king through heredity because David had made a covenant with God: while David promised to build a permanent temple for God, the Lord promised that his descendants would inherit the throne.

God’s promise is made explicit in the second book of Samuel: ‘I will raise up your offspring after you, who shall come forth from your body, and I will establish his kingdom. He shall build a house for my name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom for ever.’6

It is Solomon more than any other Old Testament monarch who matters to the British tradition of monarchy, as a byword for wisdom and a monarch who also stands for grandeur.

From the moment that his reign began, with his dream in which God asked what he wanted and he answered wisdom and knowledge,7 Solomon was favoured by God, who approved of his desire for such gifts rather than wealth. Once more, it was the humility of the King that caused him to be much blessed and showered with treasures and triumphs over his enemies.

Solomon’s reputation for wisdom – a gift believed to reflect God’s own wisdom – began a tradition where wisdom was always connected with the gifts of kings. In the book of Wisdom of Solomon, supposedly written by him but probably written much later, in the first century BC, addressed to kings and advising the need for wise counsel, justice and virtue, it says that ‘a sensible king is the stability of any people’.8

If wisdom, due to Solomon, was ever after seen as a necessary attribute of monarchs, so was anointing a sign of a monarch’s right to rule, through its symbolising God’s choosing this person for kingship and bestowing blessings.

The idea of anointing with oil to denote special blessings from God came early in Scripture, with Moses commanded by God to prepare holy oils with which to bless places and vessels for religious rituals.9

Coronations in the Old Testament involved priests, prophets and the respected elders of the community, as well as the people whose acclamation of the monarch was an essential part of the ceremony. Anointing – a sign of the sacred nature of kingship – was adopted into their coronations by the Jews from other societies around them, including the Syrians and the Egyptians.

The first book of Samuel records that when the elders asked the prophets to choose a king, it was the ritual of anointing that singled out Saul: ‘Samuel took a phial of oil and poured it on his head, and kissed him; he said, “The Lord has anointed you ruler over his people Israel.” ’10

There are several references in the Old Testament to David’s anointing by a priest – the moment when he passed from being a highly respected individual to someone touched by the divine. Psalm 89:20–21 says:

 

I have found my servant David;

with my holy oil I have anointed him;

my hand shall always remain with him;

my arm also shall strengthen him.

 

And it is also recorded that Samuel anointed David with a horn of oil and ‘the Spirit of the Lord came mightily upon David from that day forward’.11

The horn of oil was also used at the coronation of Solomon – the ceremony that is the foundation of all coronations of English monarchs at Westminster Abbey and even before those ceremonies. The Old Testament verses of 1 Kings 1:39 and 1 Chronicles 29:22–23 notably refer to all the aspects of Christian coronation used since in Britain: from the choosing of the monarch to the religious service with its rituals, including the anointing of oil by a priest, then the acclamation of the people and finally enthronement.

The first recorded coronation to use the words of 1 Kings 1:38–40 was that of Edgar, the Saxon King crowned in 973 in Bath. The day chosen was Pentecost, the feast that marks the coming of the Holy Spirit upon the apostles – a sign that Dunstan, the Archbishop of Canterbury who led the ceremony, and his fellow churchmen, saw it as a moment of particular blessing for the monarch.

The account of Edgar’s crowning, recorded in a life of St Oswald, Archbishop of York, recalls that Edgar prostrated himself before the altar and then made his sacred pledges to God that he would work for peace, justice and mercy.

Then came the moment of unction – the anointing of Edgar’s head by the bishops with holy oil or chrism, poured from an animal’s horn, accompanied by prayers invoking the Old Testament Kings as exemplars of the virtues that Edgar would be blessed with, and calling on the Holy Spirit to descend on the new King.12

The most solemn moment of all was the anthem Unxerunt Salomonem, with its words from 1 Kings 1:38–40 and, since the time of George II, sung at every coronation to Handel’s music:

 

Zadok the Priest and Nathan the prophet anointed Solomon King.

And all the people rejoiced, and said:

God save the King!

Long live the King!

May the King live for ever,

Amen, Hallelujah.

 

At Elizabeth II’s ceremony, Handel’s music was played first and then, after she had been anointed with oil on her palms, breast and head, the words were invoked again, when the Dean of Westminster prayed:

 

And as Solomon was anointed King

by Zadok the priest and Nathan the prophet,

so be thou anointed, blessed, and consecrated Queen

over the Peoples, whom the Lord thy God

hath given thee to rule and govern.

 

As Roy Strong put it in his history of the coronation, ‘All this, for over a thousand years has been re-enacted at every coronation . . . it is extraordinary to grasp that its roots lie as far back as the last quarter of the tenth century.’13

If anointing in the Old Testament symbolises the blessing of God and the trust he puts in the anointed one, then the King in turn is perceived as a source of blessings on his people, with continual references to kings as sources of wisdom, good judgement and righteousness, and upholding divine order through their human authority.

Of all the books that explore kingship – and they include Proverbs – it is the book of Psalms that offers the most insight into the idealised visions of kingship known to the Jews. The psalms highlight the King, as do the history books of the Old Testament, as a servant, as God’s son and as someone with whom God has a covenant.

Some Old Testament scholars have also highlighted that some of the psalms may well have been written for enthronement ceremonies, while others were used for royal anniversaries, birthdays and other celebrations. At these moments, the connection would be made between God’s kingship and human kingship.

John Eaton, in his discussion of kingship, suggests that the psalms were used to show that the King had been anointed and blessed to serve God: ‘Through him God sends out justice, care and health to nature and society. It is God’s laws that he must uphold. He witnesses to the world and preaches of God’s sovereignty and faithfulness. To God he turns with all the burdens of his people.’14

It is a description akin to those of Christ as depicted in the Gospels: the rabbi who taught and continues to teach his followers, advocating God’s love and his faithfulness.

The Gospels, though, depict Jesus as more than one type of king: a royal king in the line of David, a king recognised by his followers and a king derided by his enemies. The Gospels of Matthew and Luke both underline the importance of Jesus’ role as the heir of David with their accounts of his genealogy, taking the reader through a family tree whose branches include Abraham, David and later kings of Israel. The angel of the Lord, who appears to Joseph in a dream to tell him Mary is to bear a son, calls him Joseph, son of David, while the angel who appears to the shepherds in the fields near Bethlehem speaks of a child born in David’s town and of David’s line. This King, like David, is born in a humble setting in Bethlehem rather than in the grandeur of Jerusalem.

If the shepherds – the lowliest members of the community – venerate this King born among them, then the kings who come to worship him show that this is someone who is to be the lord of all, both rich and poor. The gifts they bring are also a reminder that he is an heir to Solomon as well as David, reflecting the gifts of gold, spices and precious stones brought by the Queen of Sheba to Solomon.15

These tributes to Jesus’ kingship are replicated in the Gospels by people acclaiming Christ as King. Nathanael, sitting beneath a fig tree, says, ‘Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel!’ – a triumvirate of roles – a teacher, a divine lord and an earthly one. It is noticeable that he acclaims Jesus in this way after Jesus has said of Nathanael, ‘in [him] there is no deceit’, indicating he is straightforwardly telling the truth.16

But Jesus’ kingship is celebrated in the most striking way when he enters Jerusalem, acclaimed by the crowd. It is a triumphal route, with his followers spreading before him their clothes and branches cut from the trees. It is significant that all four Gospel writers record these events, with Mark’s narration including people crying out, ‘Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David!’, while Luke records that the disciples shouted out, ‘Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord!’17 This is a quote from Psalm 118:25–26, and it is also mentioned in Matthew 23:39 and Luke 13:35 as part of the traditional festive Hallel, sung each morning by the temple choir during the Feast of Tabernacles, and therefore very well known to the Jewish people.

The Catholic theologian Edward Schillebeeckx says that both Matthew and Mark emphasise that Jesus has a hereditary claim to the throne of Israel through David, while Luke and John present him as already the King of Israel. But is this an earthly kingship, a threat to the Roman Empire, or something else – a spiritual kingship?18

It is certainly a kingship that the Gospel writers wanted to convince Christians had been foretold. The writers of the Synoptic Gospels record that Jesus enters Jerusalem on a colt, although Matthew mentions both a colt and a donkey, while John mentions a donkey. Both Matthew and John refer to the fulfilling of the prophecy of Zechariah 9:9, with Matthew writing it:

 

Tell the daughter of Zion,

Look, your king is coming to you,

humble, and mounted on a donkey,

and on a colt, the foal of a donkey.19

 

The historicity of this episode may be debatable – there are variations between the Gospel writers – but the procession’s meaning is clear. This is a king acclaimed by the crowd and especially by his followers, and yet it is not entirely a predictable scene of triumph. Just as Zechariah foretold a king of humility on a donkey, so do the Gospel writers emphasise that Jesus is not an imperial warlord or a king to rival the Roman Empire, riding on a magnificent horse; rather, he comes into Jerusalem in what New Testament scholars Marcus Borg and John Dominic Crossan consider a ‘counterprocession’, unlike that of the Romans in charge in Jerusalem.20

So we have a sense in these accounts that the crowds recognise Jesus’ majesty, but his understanding of his kingship – indeed, of kingship as a whole – is different from theirs. He chooses a donkey or ass, a sign of humility, rather than superiority. There is no account of his rejecting the people’s acclamation, but their interpretation of what a king is does not match his. This is not a king who encourages pomp and circumstance but instead goes on to weep over Jerusalem and clear the money-changers from the Temple – a literal overturning of the tables that can also be taken as a metaphor for how Jesus will upend understanding of a kingly role.21

It is in the Passion narratives that Jesus the King most clearly emerges – and a king who is not only a person of humility, but also humiliated, in his efforts to sacrifice his life for humanity.

The narratives reveal Jesus being mocked as a king by those who seek to destroy him, but taken together they indicate a complex idea of what kingship is – not just in terms of what it means regarding Christians honouring their God, but it also can lead to a reinterpretation of what being a Christian monarch means.

Earlier in John’s Gospel, he records an episode which indicates that Jesus is not willing to be a king on human terms; he has not come to be King of the Jews in the political sense, as an alternative to the occupying Romans. The moment comes after Jesus has fed the five thousand – something that fills the crowd with wonder, and they say, ‘This is indeed the prophet who is to come into the world.’

But then John writes, ‘When Jesus realized that they were about to come and take him by force to make him King, he withdrew again to the mountain by himself.’22

Instead, the King he was about to become was one who would be mocked and derided, but would also be a source of redemption. Rather than a king of glory and triumph, the Passion narratives describe a king who is more akin to the biblical scapegoat, cast out into the wilderness after the Jewish chief priest had symbolically laid the sins of the people upon it.23

It is Pilate – representative of the Roman occupying forces – who first asks Jesus, as this Passion drama moves relentlessly to its climax on Calvary, ‘Are you the King of the Jews?’ – a question recorded by Matthew (27:11), by Mark (15:2), by Luke (23:3) and by John (18:33). ‘You say so,’ is Jesus’ response, throwing it back to Pilate. But in John’s Gospel, he goes further, underlining that he is rewriting the rules of kingship: ‘My kingdom is not from this world. If my kingdom were from this world, my followers would be fighting to keep me from being handed over to the Jews.’ And then, as Pilate asks again, ‘So you are a king?’ he replies, ‘You say that I am a king. For this I was born, and for this I came into the world, to testify to the truth. Everyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voice.’ And Pilate asks him, ‘What is truth?’24

Another idea of kingship – standing up for the truth – is introduced here. Pilate shows Jesus to the crowd, then calls him ‘the King of the Jews’, although whether he means the spiritual king that Jesus has described or a territorial king remains ambiguous as the Jews reject him, wanting Pilate to free Barabbas instead.

Then comes Jesus’ mock coronation, with many of the elements familiar to crownings: the Roman soldiers dress him in a robe, they weave a crown out of thorns and, in Matthew’s Gospel, hand him a reed to hold, as if a mock sceptre, symbol of a monarch’s power and authority.25 The Roman soldiers mock him with their cries of ‘Hail, King of the Jews!’

The continuing tensions between Jesus’ divine kingship and what those surrounding him perceive as his claim to earthly power continues with Pilate, now filled with foreboding about his part in this troubling man’s downfall, presenting him to the crowd, which calls out, ‘If you release this man, you are no friend of the emperor. Everyone who claims to be a king sets himself against the emperor.’26

The Jews know full well that this would be a capital offence, for the Romans would see Jesus as putting himself up against the puppet-king Herod, and therefore a threat to the Empire. And so the journey of Jesus continues to Calvary, where, nailed to the cross, a sign is placed above his head: Iesus Nazarenus Rex Iudeorum – Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews.

So who is this King? The theologian and church historian Ian Bradley suggests that Jesus is turning the world upside down: ‘His statement [to Pilate] that his kingdom is not of this world suggests rather that it has a more radical quality, either being essentially spiritual and rooted in heaven rather than earth, or counter-cultural and opposed to the values of this world.’27

What is particularly evident in rereading the New Testament’s account of kingship is that it is paradoxical. For it contains not only references to Jesus, heir to the kingship of David and therefore an actual king, and episodes that highlight Jesus as a prophet, standing for the truth, as well as a spiritual king, seated at the right hand of the Father after he ascends to glory. But we also have the emerging idea of the Servant King – a theology that has become more popular in recent years. It moved from academic circles to the mainstream with Graham Kendrick’s 1989 hymn, ‘The Servant King’, which focuses on the idea of Christ coming to serve as much as to be worshipped, and to call his followers to do the same vocation:

 

So let us learn how to serve

And in our lives enthrone Him

Each other’s needs to prefer

For it is Christ we’re serving.28

 

In 2016, the Bible Society, together with two other organisations, produced a booklet to mark Queen Elizabeth II’s ninetieth birthday. Its title was notable – The Servant Queen and the King She Serves – and it seems reasonable to presume that the Queen approved of it, given she wrote the foreword, in which she said, ‘I have – and remain – very grateful to you for your prayers and to God for His steadfast love. I have indeed seen His faithfulness.’29

This suggests, therefore, that the late Queen made a strong connection between the theology of the Servant King and the idea of following in his footsteps as a royal sovereign, serving the people.

The idea of service is one that is expressed in the Feast of Christ the King, instituted by Pope Pius XI in 1925 in the liturgical calendar of the Roman Catholic Church, and adopted by many other denominations since, including the Anglican, Methodist and Lutheran Churches. Since 1969, Catholics celebrate the feast on the last Sunday of the liturgical year, before the start of Advent when they prepare for the coming of the King to Bethlehem.

The Collect, used for all three of the liturgical cycles, includes a prayer:

 

That the whole creation, set free from slavery,

May render your majesty service

And ceaselessly proclaim your praise.30

Year B’s Gospel is John’s account of Jesus’ conversation with Pilate: ‘You say that I am a king . . . for this I came into the world, to testify to the truth,’ while Year C turns attention of the faithful to Luke’s account of the cross – the mockery of the soldiers, saying, ‘If you are the King of the Jews, save yourself!’; the inscription of ‘Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews’, and the thief, crucified beside Jesus, asking him, ‘Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.’31 But it is the Gospel for Year A that makes the strongest connection between the King and the idea of service. Matthew records Jesus making the connection between the Son of Man and the King. The Son of Man, on judgement day, he reports Jesus saying, will be seated on his throne and will divide people as a shepherd separating sheep from goats. And to the sheep on his right, he will say, Jesus tells the disciples:

 

For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me . . . Truly I tell you, just as you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to me.32

 

Fr Robert Gay, prior of the Priory of the Holy Spirit, Oxford, and a theologian at Blackfriars, Oxford, has written that the Feast of Christ the King helps people to reflect:

 

The King’s throne is always a symbol of his authority and power. But in this too Jesus turns the normal world order on its head. His enthronement is on Calvary, when he’s lifted up on the throne of the Cross. In his pain, his nakedness and his vulnerability, he reveals the depth of God’s love. He’s shown as a king who doesn’t exploit the weakness and frailty that weighs us down. Instead, he makes these things his own: he shares in our vulnerability, and then lifts us up through it . . .

Christ’s kingship is a crucial doctrine. It reveals to us who Jesus is and what he achieves for us. And it helps us to realise that we don’t stand over and above others, but with others.33

Can this view that Christians do not stand over and above others but with others work as a philosophy or theological foundation for monarchy?

If that monarchy is patterned less on power and more on justice, wisdom, sacrifice and humility, then it can. In previous eras, there might have been more emphasis put on a king’s grandeur, martial force and temporal power. A monarch would have turned to the reassuring words of St Paul: ‘Let every person be subject to the governing authorities.’34

Or this advice of St Peter: ‘For the Lord’s sake accept the authority of every human institution, whether of the emperor as supreme, or of governors, as sent by him to punish those who do wrong and to praise those who do right . . . Honour everyone: Love the family of believers. Fear God. Honour the emperor.’35

This countercultural strand of Christian thinking – that the first should be last – has remained nevertheless a powerful one for this country’s monarchy. It is powerfully articulated in the ritual of Maundy Thursday and the distribution of gifts by the monarch.

The word ‘Maundy’ derives from the mandatum, or command, that Jesus gave his followers at the Last Supper to love one another, while he also washed their feet: ‘You call me Teacher and Lord – and you are right, for that is what I am. So if I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet. For I have set you an example, that you also should do as I have done to you.’36

A medieval tradition of bishops and abbots washing the feet of the poor, known as the pedilavium, after the Latin for washing feet, developed first, followed by a monarchical version of the ceremony.

The first king recorded as giving Maundy alms was John, who gave clothing, forks, food and other items to the poor in Yorkshire. Then in 1213, at a ceremony in Rochester, he gave thirteen pence to thirteen men, a number that was a reminder of the thirteen – Jesus and his apostles. Evidence exists that the practice continued in varied forms by other later monarchs, with Henry IV decreeing that the number of pence given should reflect the monarch’s age.

Some monarchs took the ceremony very seriously. Mary I is recorded as washing the feet of forty-one women in 1556, the year of her forty-first birthday, as she knelt before them, and also gave them forty-one pence each plus other gifts of bread, fish and clothes, including her own gown.37

Not all monarchs endured the drawbacks of meeting the poor. When the plague made its way through the country, the monarch declined to attend, sending an official instead. According to historian Brian Robinson, others often washed the feet of the poor first so that the monarch avoided the smells and dirt of unwashed feet. But Charles II, after the Restoration, attended even during plague years in 1661 and 1663.

By the end of the seventeenth century, the involvement of the monarch was minimal, with the Lord High Almoner washing feet instead until 1737, and after that gifts such as clothing were distributed, and coins too – to the same number of people as the sovereign’s age. While the Maundy ritual had first moved to churches close to where the monarch was residing – whether Greenwich, Windsor or Richmond – it finally took place every year at the Chapel Royal.

By the twentieth century, members of the Royal Family would attend, particularly Princess Helena, Queen Victoria’s third daughter, and her own daughter, Princess Marie Louise. After Marie Louise’s attendance in 1931, she suggested that her cousin, George V, should distribute Maundy money the following year. Although he agreed, it was the only time he did so during his reign, although his son, Edward VIII, carried out the distribution during the only year of his reign, 1936. His brother, George VI, whose reign was dominated by war, made the distribution in 1940 for the first time and then not again until 1944, with the Lord High Almoner carrying out the ritual on his behalf in other years.

It was Elizabeth II who was the most assiduous distributor of Maundy money, and she took the tradition around Britain to different cathedrals. In this sense the service became rather like a royal pilgrimage: it was the only occasion in the year when the recipients of an award did not travel to meet the Queen, but she travelled to them.

When the then Prince of Wales attended the Maundy Thursday service at St George’s Chapel, Windsor, in April 2022, to represent his mother who was incapacitated, it followed the same rubrics as those of previous years. There are always two readings, of which the first is John 13:34 which contains the mandatum from which Maundy Thursday gets its name, and the second is the account of the Last Judgement, from Matthew 25:34–40, when people are challenged as to how they have treated others:

 

Then the king will say to those at his right hand, ‘Come, you that are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world; for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me.’ Then the righteous ones will answer him, ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry and gave you food, or thirsty and gave you something to drink? And when was it that we saw you a stranger and welcomed you, or naked and gave you clothing? And when was it that we saw you sick or in prison and visited you?’ And the king will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me.’

 

Today, the gifts of food and clothing are long gone, and instead there are two gifts: a white leather bag containing special Maundy coins and a red leather one containing other money. A man and a woman are chosen for each year of the monarch’s age, and the money also represents the years the monarch has lived. Six silver dishes are used to hold the gifts; one, the traditional Maundy Dish, forms part of the Royal Regalia and is held at the Tower of London when not in use. All six dishes date from the reign of Charles II. Anthems are sung by the choir of the Chapel Royal and the local choir while the Maundy gifts are distributed, ending with Handel’s ‘Zadok the Priest’ – a reminder, each year, of the monarch’s crowning and the links of this monarchy to Scripture and its profoundly influential ideas of kingship.

Today, in the twenty-first century, human kingship, founded on Christ the King, offers a Gospel interpretation of the role: a sense of service, a life of sacrifice, and gifts to be offered to Christ, as kings drawn to the stable of Bethlehem once brought gifts too.

Monarchy in Britain has undergone profound change over the centuries, yet its foundation has remained in Christian notions of kingship, shaped by Scripture. Faith is at the heart of monarchy, yet it has scarred it too. And nobody scarred it more than the first English monarch to be named Defender of the Faith, Henry VIII. The earthquake of his changes and those of the Reformation are what I shall turn my attention to next.





Chapter 10

Supreme Governor: or a future patron?

If you look through photographs of Elizabeth II’s seventy-year-long reign, the same groups of people accompanied her time and time again. The individuals around her may have changed, while she remained constant, but the groups remained the same. One, of course, was her family. Once there was her mother and her sister; later Princess Diana, and until the last year of her life, her husband, Prince Philip. Death removed them. Others over the years took their place: alongside her children, grandchildren and eventually great-grandchildren were sometimes pictured with her.

Then there were those who held the greatest office of state: Churchill, Wilson, Thatcher, Blair – all fifteen of her Prime Ministers appeared with her on different official occasions.

But perhaps even more than politicians, the Queen was photographed time and time again with the clergy of the Church of England. Pictured with her were Archbishops of Canterbury, Archbishops of York, diocesan bishops and cathedral deans from around the country whom she would meet at Maundy Thursday services. There were Deans of Westminster and Windsor who oversaw great ceremonial occasions, as well as royal weddings and funerals that were also national occasions. These photographed events are not just a reminder of the Queen’s personal faith – although that was considerable, and she was a devout attender of Sunday service – but also of her role as Supreme Governor of the Church of England and of the Church of England’s pre-eminent position in this country as the established Church. It is a role that Charles III inherited immediately on his accession to the throne in September 2022.

The Queen was a beacon of stability throughout her seventy-year reign. Much of the British population almost took it for granted that she would always be the monarch. You have to be well into old age to remember the time her father, George VI, was on the throne, and the day it was announced – 6 February 1952 – that the King had died and that his elder twenty-five-year-old daughter succeeded him as Elizabeth II. On that day, many people might have turned to their Anglican faith for succour. But did they seek out the Book of Common Prayer and a Church of England service for comfort and consolation when Elizabeth II died, or even celebration of her Platinum Jubilee some months earlier?

While the monarchy has been a go-to institution for a sense of permanence, the Church of England has not. Its buildings continue to have a hold on people; the ancient village church has a special place in many a heart, and cathedrals attract plenty of tourists and are decently filled with worshippers. But statistics show that the Church of England itself is in sharp decline. The British Social Attitudes Survey which examined religion in 2016 showed that just 15 per cent of people considered themselves Anglican, half the proportion that had said this in 2000. Young people are particularly underrepresented. Just 3 per cent of those aged eighteen to twenty-four described themselves as Anglican, compared to 40 per cent of those aged seventy-five and over.1

At the same time, the country is far more religiously diverse than it was in 1953: we have a sizeable Muslim population of 3.3 million, as well as Jews, Hindus, Sikhs and others. Roman Catholic churches attract around one million Massgoers a week, with another four million still defining themselves as Catholic: all of them remain barred, of course, from becoming monarch on account of their faith, according to the 1701 Act of Settlement.

The even greater change in the seventy years of Elizabeth II’s reign is that a substantial number of people profess no religious belief: 53 per cent in 2016, a number that is inexorably growing: it was 31 per cent in 1983.2 The 2021 Census figures, released in November 2022, showed that 46.2 per cent of people identified themselves as Christian, compared with 59.3 per cent ten years earlier, while 22.2 million said they had no religion, up by 8.5 million in a decade.3

Given this diverse religious affiliation and the fact that a quarter of the population of England and Wales says it has no religion, can the Church of England retain its position as the established Church?

And should the head of state have this special connection to the Church of England, as its Supreme Governor, in such a country?

That the monarch of this country is Supreme Governor is down to Elizabeth I. Following the break with Rome caused by the marriage of her parents, Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn, Henry put himself in charge of the Church of England with the 1534 Act of Supremacy, declaring himself Supreme Head of the Church of England. The first Elizabeth then amended the title in 1559, taking into consideration the opposition of those who argued that only Christ could be called head of the Church. Since then, all monarchs have called themselves Supreme Governor, even those such as James II, who was Roman Catholic, and Charles II, who harboured a fondness for the old Roman ways and converted on his deathbed.

The clearest definition of the monarch’s role in relation to the Church of England states that royal supremacy in regard to the Church is ‘in its essence the right of supervision over the administration of the Church, vested in the Crown as the champion of the Church, in order that the religious welfare of its subjects may be duly provided for’.4

Essentially, the monarch acts with the advice and consent of Parliament, according to the coronation oath to uphold the Church of England and the Protestant religion, and gives or withholds assent to the Church’s legislation and the appointment of its senior figures.

Being Supreme Governor is therefore linked to the status of the Church of England as the Church in England that had barred Roman Catholicism, post-Reformation. It was a Church that helped shape the identity of the English nation – Christian, but not Roman Catholic – and where English thrived as the chosen language of religion. Church and society were twinned, the monarchy the glue that held them together. Unlike ‘La Marseillaise’, the national anthem of republican France with its call to arms of its citizens, or ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’, urging Americans to look out for the flag that waves over ‘the land of the free and the home of the brave’, the national anthem of Britain is a prayer urging that ‘God Save the King’, inextricably linking monarch, nation and faith.

The national anthem might no longer be played in cinemas at the end of the programme or at the end of the night’s BBC television programmes, but it is still sung lustily at sporting occasions as England or Great Britain supports its national teams and athletes. A similar combination of a more relaxed approach with a certain retained enthusiasm illustrates the position of the Church of England: falling attendance at ordinary Sunday parish church services but a constant keen interest in the national occasions at which it officiates, from Remembrance Sunday at the Cenotaph to great occasions of state, such as services of thanksgiving and memorials. This engagement with the Church of England was most evident on the occasion of Elizabeth II’s funeral, when around 28 million people in the UK watched the ceremony at Westminster Abbey, as it was broadcast simultaneously by an unprecedented fifty UK channels. The numbers could be even higher as they do not include the people who watched it on big screens outdoors and in pubs, cinemas and churches.5

This Christian denomination at the heart of the nation, called the established Church, also has a particular role in every town and village. It continues to declare itself the Church for everyone in the country; it will bury you, regardless of your religion, and welcome you to its altars.

Being established also gives its other status: it has twenty-six bishops – the Lords Spiritual – in the House of Lords. The Archbishop of Canterbury is second in precedence after the Royal Family at state occasions, such as banquets for visiting heads of state. And it crowns the monarch.

This intertwining of monarch and religion, and in particular the Church of England, is evident from the moment of accession. The announcement of the start of Elizabeth II’s reign came the same day that her father, George VI, died. The Lords Spiritual and Temporal and the Privy Council proclaimed that after ‘it hath pleased Almighty God to call to his mercy our late Sovereign Lord King George VI’, they announced that Princess Elizabeth had become Elizabeth II as ‘Queen of this Realm’ and Defender of the Faith – the title bestowed, pre-Reformation, on Henry VIII by the Catholic Church, and used ever since by this country’s monarchs.

The Queen’s own thoughts on her accession came two days later, after her return from Kenya where she had been on tour when her father died. Her declaration to the first Privy Council of her reign was, as it always is for monarchs, deeply personal, and she told them, ‘I pray God will help me discharge worthily the heavy task that has been laid upon me so early in my life.’ There was then, according to tradition, a pledge to preserve the ‘True Settlement of the Protestant Religion and Presbyterian Government’ of Scotland, although given she was not head of that Church it was not something she could actually enforce.

Then, at the first Parliament of her reign, came her accession oath: ‘I do solemnly and sincerely in the presence of God profess, testify and declare that I am a faithful Protestant’, and that she would uphold and maintain that faith – a form of words that did not include the earlier version of the oath’s damnings of the liturgy of the Roman Catholic Church as ‘superstitious and idolatrous’.

When Charles III acceded to the throne upon the death of his mother, the situation was less complicated, in that he was in Britain at the time. Indeed, he was at his mother’s bedside. There was no delay, as there had been in 1953, while the new monarch arrived back in Britain from Africa. Instead, Charles III came down from Scotland to London for a meeting of the Accession Council that officially proclaimed him King, and he then held his first Privy Council meeting where he made his personal declaration on becoming sovereign. (For more details of King Charles’ accession, see chapter nine.)

In 1953, it was the coronation oath that made the Queen’s link with the Church of England most overt when she was asked:

 

Will you maintain and preserve inviolably the settlement of the Church of England, and the doctrine, worship, discipline and government thereof, as by law established in England? And will you preserve unto the Bishops and Clergy of England and to the Churches there committed to their charge, all such rights and privileges, as by law do or shall appertain to them or any of them?

 

To which she answered, ‘All this I promise to do.’

A similar oath is expected at King Charles’ coronation.

This powerful relationship between monarch and Church is reinforced by the work that goes on as part of the role as Supreme Governor, particularly formally appointing bishops, on the advice of the Prime Minister.

The arrangements are similar for the appointment of the highest church official, the Archbishop of Canterbury. The Crown Nominations Commission was formed in 1974 as the Crown Appointments Committee, when the Prime Minister agreed to its creation as a way of supplying him with the names of candidates. The Commission is made up of members of General Synod and six members elected by the diocese where there is a vacancy. When it comes to the See of Canterbury, three votes are given to the Anglican Communion’s representatives and three to the Diocese of Canterbury. The name of the person nominated is then passed by the Commission to the monarch.

Given the Archbishop of Canterbury’s status, there are regular formal encounters between the office holder and the monarch. The relationship behind the scenes can be likened to that between the sovereign and the Prime Minister – the monarch provides a listening ear, remains impartial, sometimes warns and, as was the case for Elizabeth II and her long reign, offers a certain historical perspective. According to the former Archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan Williams, the connection between the Queen and the Archbishop was ‘a comparable relationship in a scaled-down way’, in that ‘there would be a one-to-one meeting a couple of times a year’ rather than the PM’s weekly audiences. There were also, he said, unscripted conversations at more informal events, citing a dinner they had at Lambeth Palace on one occasion: ‘At the meetings we would always talk about church matters in a general way and my sense was of her support. This is somebody who had weathered a fair number of storms herself so she could be very sympathetic; at times she could be motherly.’6

Closer relationships exist between the monarch and the churches and chapels called royal peculiars, which are outside the jurisdiction of the dioceses and subject to the direct jurisdiction of the monarch. As well as the Chapels Royal of St James’s Palace, Hampton Court and the Tower of London, the most notable of them are Westminster Abbey and St George’s Chapel, Windsor, and its affiliated church, All Saints in Windsor Great Park. They are independent and symbolise the strong link between the monarch and the Church of England.

The Deans of Westminster and Windsor are also churchmen with whom the sovereign has considerable contact. It was the Dean of Windsor, rather than the Archbishop of Canterbury, who was Queen Elizabeth’s first port of call if she were in need of spiritual guidance. At times she consulted the Archbishop of Canterbury on personal matters involving her family – such as controversies over divorce – if there might have been wider implications for the position of monarchy. In January 2023 it was reported that the King had turned to the Archbishop of Canterbury, Justin Welby, for help regarding the continuing tensions between the Duke and Duchess of Sussex and the rest of the Royal Family, and asked the Archbishop to act as a peacemaker.7

The official position of Supreme Governor is, however, altogether different from this. John Habgood, then Archbishop of York, made a distinction between the monarch’s personal position and the official role of Supreme Governor in the 1990s when there was a debate over whether the Prince of Wales – now Charles III – might be able to fulfil the role on his accession to the throne, given his marital difficulties at that time:

 

Is the Supreme Governor of the Church of England required to be at least as morally sober as an archbishop? If supreme governorship were the same as spiritual leadership the answer might be yes. But this would represent a serious misunderstanding. A monarch’s personal involvement in the Church is welcome. The role of Supreme Governor, however, is not personal but institutional.

The monarch is the visible representative of the unity and identity of the nation, and it is the Church’s commitment to the nation, and responsibility for its spiritual welfare, which is symbolized by Supreme Governorship. It would be theoretically possible to hold the symbol even if in personal terms the monarch only fulfilled the minimum requirement of belonging to the Protestant succession.8

 

Some have argued that the powers of the monarch as Supreme Governor should be expanded and should have a more hands-on role. Thirty years ago, a committee chaired by William van Straubenzee and commissioned by the Church of England’s General Synod examined the monarch’s role in the appointment of archbishops, diocesan bishops and deans. It found that this involvement was valued, and recommended that senior church appointments should be made by the monarch, rather than the system of the time – by the Prime Minister and through his or her office and the Crown Appointments Committee. Straubenzee’s committee thought this would enhance the role of the sovereign as Supreme Governor and would end the political aspects of the process. But it was shot down, with General Synod accepting that, under the unwritten British Constitution, the sovereign can only act on the advice of a minister, and this applies as much to the role of Supreme Governor as to being head of state.9

In 2007, reforms were made to the system – not by handing more power to the monarch, but by more power being given to the Church. Prime Minister Gordon Brown – son of a Church of Scotland clergyman – produced a Green Paper arguing for a new system. Instead of the Prime Minister being given two names of candidates for a bishopric, the Crown Nominations Commission would in future provide only one, and this would be passed along to the monarch, unless the first named person could not take up the post. Political involvement more or less came to an end – and the head of state’s remained the same.

This role of Supreme Governor has also been expressed more overtly since 1970 owing to reforms made fifty years ago in the Church of England with the creation of General Synod replacing the Church Assembly. From that moment, Queen Elizabeth inaugurated and addressed the opening session every five years after diocesan elections, until 2021 when she sent Prince Edward to represent her, owing to her ill-health.

General Synod is also a reminder that the government of the Church of England takes place according to royal authority and is, being the established Church, part of the government of the country. It meets according to a writ issued by the monarch, and measures and canons passed by General Synod, once they have received royal assent, are part of the country’s laws.

There is a less well-known aspect to the monarch’s role in the Church of England that particularly distinguishes it from the head of other churches. The presence of the monarch at Synod, with its three houses of bishops, clergy and laity, is a reminder that in the Church of England, laity play a key role. After all, the sovereign, while a particular individual, is a lay person, not a cleric, and as Supreme Governor is a lay person at the apex of the Church.

Paul Avis, a former General Secretary of the Church of England’s Council for Christian Unity, points out that royal supremacy is a constitutional fact, expressed in the Church of England’s Canon A7, which is part of English law, outlining that the monarch ‘is the highest power under God in the kingdom’. He argues that this means that the sovereignty exercised by the Queen – and now the King – in Parliament under God extends to all institutions, even other Churches – something that would no doubt be utterly rejected by the Roman Curia. But at the same time as noting the sovereign’s constitutional position as a supreme power, Avis noted that the monarch, being a layperson, is of immense importance. There is a remarkable tension holding the two together here: the individual who is chosen to symbolise sovereignty and majesty and is dressed like a priest and anointed in a coronation that is effectively an ordination, is also playing a part because they remain part of the laity.

Avis explained:

 

It is no embarrassment to a church profoundly touched by the Reformation that a lay person should hold large responsibilities in the Church. It is simply an outworking of the doctrine of the universal royal priesthood of the baptized. But it also signals symbolically that in the Church of England lay people have major responsibilities and significant privileges. A church that recognizes the spiritual competence of lay persons is likely to be a broad and tolerant church.10

 

Simon Sarmiento, who runs the Thinking Anglicans website, which has long been a centre of discourse for members of the Church of England, believes that Elizabeth II played a highly significant role as Supreme Governor, and commented before she died, ‘In my personal opinion, it’s a very good thing that she is not a cleric. It makes a difference. People of all stripes in the Church of England have a high regard for the Queen,’ he said. ‘She embodies the still small voice of calm.’11

According to Fr Marcus Walker, Rector of Great St Bartholomew’s in London and an Anglican commentator, the fact that those ‘people of all stripes’ stay together in the Church of England has much to do with the role of the sovereign as Supreme Governor: ‘Anglicans in the Church of England stumbled into tolerance, with the aim of having as many people as possible as members of the Church. The Sovereign is fundamental to the identity of the national church, as the binding force. The Queen is its unifying figure.’12

This is clearly one of the challenges of kingship that Charles III now faces.

The tolerance of the Church of England was certainly tested during the reign of Elizabeth II. In the 1950s it was a conservative, and even Conservative, Church, with most people in England filling in hospital forms with CofE when asked for their religion, even if they were not actively observant. Writers such as T. S. Eliot and C. S. Lewis evoked a vibrant Anglican religion that offered spiritual counsel and intellectual stimulation, and its traditional liturgies inspiration for the imagination. But as the 1950s wore on, the divisions in the Church of England became more apparent. One faction was vocal in its opposition to nuclear weapons, with clerical collars appearing among the marchers at Aldermaston, and were also alarmed by the Suez Crisis. The CofE could no longer be described as the Tory Party at prayer.

Then there was in-house factionalism. The Anglican Settlement had created a Church that was a reaction against the extremes of Roman Catholicism and Puritanism. The Church of England was a bulwark against excess, fanaticism, superstition, even passionate enthusiasm. It was where religion met reason. But by the 1950s, evangelicals, enthused by the missions of preachers such as Billy Graham, began to assert themselves. Anglo-Catholics, meanwhile, argued for the Church of England to be a more sacramental, worshipping community with the Eucharist at its heart. The Church of England, since then, has struggled to be a via media, with these two groups still at times at loggerheads. The divisions between them were particularly apparent during the Covid-19 lockdown over the closure of churches so that Anglican vicars could not celebrate at their altars. The more
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