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            Christianity: the bigger
                picture

            Christianity, as I have remarked
                    elsewhere,1
                is in essence a personality cult. At the centre of its message is an individual
                person, Jesus – and his historical rooting as a person in a particular time
                and place is emphasized by the very ordinariness of that name for the Jewish society
                into which he was born. ‘Jesus’ is more properly ‘Jeshua’,
                the name of an ancient Jewish hero, who appears in anglophone Christian Bibles as
                Joshua (no doubt so that Christians may distinguish him from his later namesake).
                This Mr Average of Galilee has acquired what we might mistake for a surname, so he
                is called ‘Jesus Christ’. But Christ is not a name but a title,
                significantly not in the Aramaic which Jesus spoke, but in Greek. It means
                ‘the Anointed One’ and is the translation of a Hebrew term meaning the
                same, a word familiar even to those beyond Judaism and Christianity as
                ‘Messiah’.

            Christians believe that the Christ who
                is an aspect of the God who was, is and ever shall be, is at the same time a human
                being set in historic time. History matters a great deal in Christianity, which is
                why it is so important to try and get the history right, and not be misled by shoddy
                versions of it. History was there from the start, given that Jesus would have grown
                up with a welter of stories about his Jewish past and its significance in
                God’s purpose, many of them contained in the Hebrew Scripture which Christians
                call the Old Testament. The first surviving specifically Christian literature was a
                story or set of stories about how Jesus died: these are the ‘Passion
                narratives’ which are now embedded in the four Gospels, which are themselves a
                set of stories seeking to throw different spotlights on the God who was made man.
                Christians in our own age also believe that they can meet with this human being in
                as real a fashion as the disciples who walked with him in
                Galilee and saw him die on the Cross. They tell stories about themselves on the
                basis of these stories from the past – more Christian history.

            Christian history is also the story of a
                book, the Christian Bible (which is actually a library of books – the Greek
                word Biblia is in the plural, meaning ‘books’). When in the
                seventh and eighth centuries CE the Anglo-Saxons had to create a brand-new
                vocabulary in their own language for the theory and practice of Christianity, they
                considered what word they should use to describe this Bible, and they came up with
                ‘biblioðece’, which is the same word as the French still use for
                ‘library’. Books are the storehouses for human ideas, and the Bible is
                no exception: whatever one thinks of its claims to authority, it is the record of
                one of humankind’s attempts to access and understand the divine.

            Ideas are independent variables of the
                human mind, which need to be taken seriously and understood in their own terms.
                Christianity has a huge capacity to mutate, like all successful major world faiths.
                Christians do not like being reminded of this, particularly those who are in charge
                of the various religious institutions which call themselves Churches, but that is
                the reality, and has been from the beginning. It will be better for the mental
                health of the followers of the great religions if they come to recognize this
                diversity as a virtue and not as a vice, an opportunity and not a threat.

            Christianity was a marginal branch of
                Judaism whose founder Jesus left no known written works; Jesus seems to have
                maintained that the trumpet would sound for the end of time very soon, and in a
                major break with the culture around him, he told his followers to leave the dead to
                bury their dead. Yet, remarkably quickly, his followers seemed to question the idea
                that history was about to end: they collected and preserved stories about the
                founder. Within a few decades, they also survived a major crisis of confidence at
                the end of the first century, when the Last Days did not arrive. This was perhaps
                one of the greatest turning points in the Christian story, which shaped it into a
                very different institution from that of its founder or even of its great apostle,
                Paul, complete with an institutional hierarchy, a collection of credal statements
                and a closed canon of scripture; but we know little about it. Christianity, unlike
                Judaism, its parent faith, was not inclined to write about disappointment in its
                sacred literature.

            A basic element in
                this chameleon-like character of Christianity is an instability which comes from its
                two-fold ancestry. Far from being simply the pristine, innovative teachings of Jesus
                Christ, it draws on two much more ancient cultural wellsprings: Greece and Israel.
                The story must begin among the ancient Greeks and the Jews, a thousand years before
                Jesus, hence the title of my general history of this religion, which I published as
                    Christianity: The First Three Thousand Years. The first thousand of
                those three thousand years was in fact a pair of millennium-long histories marching
                side by side. Both Jews and Christians thought that they had a uniquely privileged
                place in the world’s history. The extraordinary cultural achievements in art,
                philosophy and science of the ancient Greeks gave them some good reason to think
                this; more surprising was the fact that the constant experience of misfortune and
                destruction did not kill the Jews’ faith in their own destiny. Instead it
                drove them to conceive of their God not simply as all-powerful, but passionately
                concerned with their response to Him, and passionate in anger as well as love
                towards them.

            Such an intensely personal deity who was
                nevertheless the God for all humanity was very different from the supreme deity who
                emerged from Greek philosophy in the thought of Plato: all-perfect, and therefore
                immune to change and so devoid also of the passion which denotes change. The first
                generations of Christians were Jews of the Eastern Mediterranean who lived in a
                Hellenistic world, shaped by Greek elite culture at least from the time of Alexander
                the Great’s conquests, four centuries before. They had to try to fit together
                these two irreconcilable Jewish and Greek visions of God – and the results
                have never been and can never be a stable answer to an unending question.

            Most Christians alive in the world today
                are Catholics or Protestants, together more than 80 per cent of all Christians (if
                you lump in the Mormons). Another 10 per cent or more call themselves Orthodox, with
                some other local label attached – Greek Orthodox, Russian Orthodox, Romanian
                Orthodox and so on. That does not leave much over, as my schoolboy arithmetic tells
                me. But that sliver of alternative Christianity, the few per cents after you have
                added up all the Christianities which I have just named, was once the future of the
                Church. It is the ancient Christianity of Africa and Asia, flourishing still in
                Ethiopia and India, finding an uneasy place in national life in Egypt, hanging on for dear life elsewhere in the Middle East, or
                unhappily, more often, finding exile in America or Australasia. That is a lost
                Christian history, which Western Christians need to know about if they are to have a
                proper perspective on their own history.

            Because most Christians now are
                Catholics or Protestants, they give priority to their own history, which is the
                story of the Western, Latin-speaking Church, once so marginal, so provincial and
                unsophisticated in its thinking. But there was a time when the outcome looked very
                different. In the year 451, the Roman emperor, or rather his wife Pulcheria, a lady
                with whom it was unwise to trifle, summoned a Council of Bishops to a town called
                Chalcedon. It is no coincidence that Chalcedon was within easy reach of the imperial
                palace troops in Constantinople; you can still reach it on the Bosphorus ferry from
                Pulcheria’s former capital Istanbul in forty minutes or so.

            The issue at Chalcedon was a complicated
                argument about the natures of Jesus Christ: the balance between Jesus the man and
                Christ the divine Son of God. The imperial government was desperately concerned in
                this, because the arguments about it threatened to split the Empire in two. So the
                emperor offered the bishops a deal which was a deliberate compromise:
                steam-rollering a settlement through the middle of the opposing sides. At the centre
                of it was what has come to be known as the Chalcedonian Definition of the Natures of
                Christ: an intricate and extended juggling of technical theological language about
                ‘nature’ and ‘persons’ to capture the elusive combination of
                divinity and humanity in human language.2 It is what Catholics, Protestants and
                Orthodox alike classically believe about this matter, which is, after all, at the
                heart of Christian belief.

            In the traditional reading of the
                history of Christianity, the Council of Chalcedon of 451 has usually been seen as
                the culmination of the Early Church’s story: a sort of Hercule Poirot
                denouement in the drawing room, where, after all the complications of the Early
                Church plot, the truth is revealed and then the credits roll. But this story of
                triumph is an illusion. Chalcedon was a catastrophe, a disaster. Fully two-thirds of
                the Church refused to sign up to it, in part at least, because they did not trust
                the emperor to do theology. Because it was a compromise, those who rejected it were
                on either wing, so they detested each other as much as they detested the
                emperor’s Church, and actually, as I discovered when
                filming my history of Christianity in the Middle East, they still do.

            So these refuseniks founded their own
                Churches, led by their own bishops; their snooty enemies in the emperor’s
                Church gave them condescending names – Nestorians and Monophysites – and
                because those names are condescending, it is worth replacing them with admittedly
                clumsy labels which these Christians themselves might just find acceptable:
                Dyophysites and Miaphysites. They themselves, of course, would simply call
                themselves Orthodox. To the people we Westerners call Orthodox, and to
                Western Christians themselves, they were and are Unorthodox. Yet they are still with
                us. Far from the time that they and not the Church of the Roman and Byzantine
                Emperor seemed to represent the Christian future, the emperor’s Church has
                descended into Roman Catholicism, Protestantism and Orthodoxy.

            The outcome was long in the balance. It
                was much swayed by the astonishingly rapid early conquests of the Muslims in the
                seventh century; yet the first Muslim rulers did not regard their enterprise as
                promoting their faith in a missionary manner, and in fact Dyophysite Christianity
                flourished under their rule. When the Abbasid dynasty founded a great new Muslim
                capital and named it Baghdad, Dyophysites provided much of its intellectual life.
                The Dyophysite Church of the East was a think tank for the Muslim Abbasids in
                Baghdad. Because the Church of the East was so used to arguing about the natures of
                Christ with other Christians, and so adept at translating Greek philosophy and
                theology into its own Syriac language, it had all the intellectual equipment which
                the Arab Muslim rulers needed to access the wisdom of the past. Without the Church
                of the East, and its translation of Mediterranean Greek classics into Arabic, we
                would not have regained our access to much Greek philosophy, or even got to know
                about what we in the West call Arabic numerals (they actually came from India).

            And the Church of the Middle East became
                the Church of the Far East. It reached to China, so outside the ancient imperial
                capital now called Xi’an, in the heart of the Chinese countryside, you can
                stand in the precinct of a Christian monastery from the seventh century, still
                called by the Chinese phrase for the Roman Empire, and so named Ta Qin. It is
                possible that there might be similar experiences on offer in
                monasteries in Korea, and even in Kyoto in Japan, which have been transformed into
                Buddhist shrines. But steadily, bit by bit, this future of Christianity was eroded.
                Plague, massacre, victimization by mad or bad monarchs: Islam faced all these
                disasters too, but in the worst times, Islam found more powerful friends in Asia
                than the Christians. It might have taken just one more Mongol warlord to listen to
                his Dyophysite Christian mother or sister, and central Asia would have become
                Christian rather than Muslim – but it was not to be. So bishops in Tibet found
                no successors, and monasteries in Mongolia crumbled into dust.

            Into the vacuum stepped others, in
                particular the Bishop of Rome, the Pope. I called that section of my
                    Christianity: The First Three Thousand Years which does catch up with
                the Western story, ‘The Unpredictable Rise of Rome’. My point was that
                there was nothing inevitable about the modern papacy, and the claims that it makes
                for its special authority have only been remotely plausible for about half of
                Christianity’s history. The early Church looked to five patriarchs, not one,
                and there is still another pope in Alexandria. It has not been good for the
                spiritual health of the Roman Church to look to a single leader, however much it
                helped to pack the pews throughout the world in the last century. Moreover, the more
                recent history of the Roman Catholic Church (that part of the Western Church which
                remained loyal to the pope in the sixteenth century) contains a paradox: from the
                early nineteenth century, popes became more autocratic, just at the time when,
                throughout most of Europe, autocracy was giving way to democracy. The Catholic
                Church turned its back on a medieval ‘conciliarist’ current of thought
                which stressed a much wider sharing of power and decision-making, through councils
                of Church leaders and maybe even laypeople. Additionally, the accident of the French
                Revolution severely crippled the power of rival focuses of authority within the
                Church: it had destroyed the Holy Roman Empire, removing its emperor and the
                prince-bishops who had had a tendency to treat papal claims to monarchy with a
                sceptical eye. The pope then stood alone like a post when the rest of the building
                has collapsed, and recent papal claims to authority are based on that historical
                circumstance. Now, in the wake of the second Vatican Council of the 1960s, we have
                witnessed half a century of struggle between Catholics who wish
                to defend that papal monarchy and those who wish to restore the conciliarist
                programme.

            Is it worth the effort to refocus the
                history of Christianity in such ways as these? Emphatically yes – because in
                the last forty years religion has thrust itself into the consciousness even of
                secular Europe. When I was an undergraduate at the end of the 1960s, the future of
                religion was commonly yoked to the word ‘secularization’: the assumption
                that religion’s power to influence the mind of humanity was waning in the face
                of increasing secular-mindedness, and that it would retire gracefully out of the
                political or public world into the private sphere. But in 1977 the first born-again
                Christian President (Jimmy Carter) took office, in 1978 a Counter-Reformation pope,
                John Paul II, was elected, and in 1979 the Ayatollahs seized control of the Iranian
                Revolution. I could extend the chronology year by year into a relentless succession
                of events. Europe, far from setting the pattern for the world in secularization, has
                proved the exception to the worldwide reassertion of religion. One or another form
                of religion matters desperately to the overwhelming majority of human beings alive,
                and if historians ignore that plain fact, they are ignoring reality.

            I also think of modern worldwide
                controversies which historians may help to unravel. Take the furious modern rows
                about sexuality. In the present day, many conservative Evangelical Protestants
                refuse to accept new configurations of human sexuality, in the name of faithfulness
                to the Bible. What they often fail to notice is that they have already assisted in
                one major rejection of biblical authority, one of the most significant so far in the
                history of Christianity. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries a crucial
                minority of Evangelicals successfully campaigned for the abolition of slavery, in
                defiance of that same Bible, in which there is a clear and consistent acceptance of
                the permanent existence of slavery. The same Evangelicals who proclaim biblical
                certainties are proud of an achievement which defied biblical certainties. This will
                not be the last occasion on which there will be such a dramatic change of direction.
                Christianity is a mere two thousand years old, a tiny fraction of human experience
                over millennia. It is a young religion, finding its way; that is what makes it
                exciting to contemplate.

            It is always worth emphasizing the
                diversity and the unexpected, crabwise evolution of
                Christianity, or indeed of any religious system. One of the most unattractive
                features of a certain sort of religious outlook is its insistence that it represents
                the only true or authentic face of the religion of which it is a part. Of course,
                this is not the exclusive property of religion. Sébastien-Roch Nicolas de
                Chamfort, who managed to preserve his sense of humour through the French
                Revolutionary Terror, wearily paraphrased its slogan ‘Fraternity or
                death’ as the proposition ‘Be my brother, or I’ll kill you’.
                One could read the history of the world after the French Revolution in terms of the
                tidy-mindedness of certain pathological forms of the Enlightenment: a dogmatism
                which fuelled Fascism and Stalinism, and has brought measureless misery to the
                world.

            This common human pathology of
                dogmatism, religious or non-religious, is based on pride. The most plausible
                doctrine of Western Christianity, depressingly, is original sin, and at the root of
                all sin is pride. If historians are prophets (and they should be, in the original
                meaning of the Hebrew equivalent of that word, ‘spokespeople’), then
                their principal prophecy is against pride, a characteristic that is also the target
                of the court jester. The good historian and the successful court jester have much to
                say to each other.
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            Angels and the Reformation*

            Angels, so splendidly introduced to us by
                a team of essayists commanded by Professors Marshall and Walsham, are a fairly
                natural outcrop of the problem faced by all humans who wish to affirm an
                all-powerful God, wholly other than themselves and the divinely created cosmos
                around them. How could a creator beyond all worlds have any relationship to the
                created? The discovery of angels provided a satisfying answer. The word
                ‘angel’ echoes the Greek for ‘messenger’, which in the
                Hebrew scripture, the Tanakh (called the Old Testament by Christians), appears as
                    mal’ak; so an angel is the accredited agent of
                communication used by the deity. Scattered through the Tanakh, angels perform
                various useful chores for God – one intervenes, for instance, countermanding
                God’s first order to Abraham to sacrifice his son Isaac with a last-minute
                pardon for the boy (Genesis 22:9–12). Later, according to Genesis
                28:10–12, the sleeping Jacob observes angels going about their everyday
                business, up and down a ladder to heaven. These angels are famously sculpted on the
                early sixteenth-century west front of the Priory Church at Bath, ascending and
                descending their turret-ladders like holy termites; those heading for humankind,
                still burdened with the contents of God’s out-tray, are portrayed upside down
                (see Plates 1–3). The ensemble at Bath engagingly
                commemorates a dream about a dream, since the church’s complete rebuilding was
                the result of Bishop Oliver King of Bath and Wells contemplating Jacob’s
                ladder in his sleep.

            The usefulness of
                angels increased as Judaism was confronted with Hellenism. Because of the prestige
                of Greek learning among the Jews, the grittily personal Yahweh of the Jews, by turns
                wrathful and loving, had now to be envisaged in terms of the distance,
                passionlessness and perfection which characterized the ultimate deity in Platonic
                philosophy. Early Christians, puzzling over their new claims that a man Jesus was
                somehow that ultimate deity, and having at their disposal the Tanakh plus the
                man-in-the-street’s version of Platonism, gratefully turned to the angels in
                their new narratives of divinity. Most memorable was the appearance of an angel at
                that tricky moment of union between the divine and the human: the Annunciation of
                the coming Nativity to the Mother of Jesus (Luke 1:26–38), a scene of intimacy
                which became one of the staples of Christian sacred art, once Christians decided to
                indulge in sacred art. Some angels in both the Tanakh and New Testaments gained
                distinctive personalities through having names, Gabriel of the Annunciation for
                example; alongside him were Michael, a useful colleague in a scrap, and Raphael, who
                was good to have around if one was feeling under the weather. Much later, in late
                medieval Germany, the over-imaginative Benedictine Abbot Johannes Trithemius
                envisaged Raphael presiding over the invention of writing and the popularization of
                music, both of which can indeed be enjoyable concomitants of convalescence.

            And there was another angel who gained
                not one but several names: for reasons best known to himself, he went freelance in
                the messenger business, and took various other angels with him. His first
                appearances in the Tanakh did not quite fit the angel mode, but then there was no
                single mode to begin with. He was called the Adversary, Hassatan, and although he
                was a fairly insignificant nuisance in the Hebrew Scriptures, he grew in status in
                later Jewish literature, particularly among writers who were influenced by other
                religious cultures which told of powerful demonic figures. Hassatan caught the
                imagination of the Christian sects in Judaism, and by the time that the Christian
                Book of Revelation was written towards the end of the first century CE, he had
                become a figure of cosmic significance and was now called Satan or Lucifer (see
                Isaiah 14:12). In Revelation 12:7–9, his fall from Heaven, as described by
                Isaiah and Ezekiel, was turned into a more circumstantial story of warfare in
                Heaven, and Christians saw him as the final adversary for God in
                the end-time. The fallen angel Satan/Lucifer, a shapeshifter who might become a
                dragon or a King of Tyre or even a beautiful good angel, is a frequent visitor to
                the pages of both the volumes under review, and rightly so. Angelology goes hand in
                hand with demonology, which has frequently excited Christians more, and hence the
                essayists are also led into discussion of witchcraft. What is pleasing about the
                present pair of books is that witches, almost over-researched in the last
                half-century, are kept in their place in the course of the two volumes’
                innovative investigation of a theme in early modern Christianity which might be seen
                as even more important.

            How should an idea of personality be
                developed in relation to angels from the starting-point of their names? Names imply
                some resemblance, however distant, to human beings. As messengers were prone to be
                males in ancient society, angels were habitually regarded as male, though not very
                male. In the Tanakh they were prone to look like human beings, as when Abraham
                entertained three of them to dinner, with propitious consequences (Genesis
                18:1–22 – though it was not clear whether, in actuality, the Deity
                himself was moonlighting on this occasion). Given angels’ constant gadding to
                and fro from Heaven, it was not surprising that Christians, short of experience in
                portraying the sacred, took a hint from Greek and Roman figures of Victory and gave
                angels wings. Soon a problem was beginning to arise for the Early Church: from the
                time that Christians began considering that certain deceased human beings were also
                potential go-betweens with God, initially because of the impressively heroic nature
                of their deaths, there was a problem of demarcation.

            How did the developing cult of the
                saints relate to the tasks performed by the likes of Gabriel, Raphael and Michael?
                It was so difficult to keep the work of angels and saints apart that the named
                angels came to be treated as saints, and in the Western Latin Church, one even
                gained a universally observed feast-day. I am writing this on Michaelmas Day, still
                fossilized in English law as one of the most important financial nodal points of the
                year (Gabriel did not do so well, but he also gained a festival for a while in the
                English diocese of Exeter, thanks to the enthusiasm of one fifteenth-century
                bishop). As the Western Roman Empire crumbled into something else during the fifth century, Michael, the soldier-angel, took his place along
                soldier-saints, almost equally insubstantial figures like George or Sergius and
                Bacchus, whose cults enjoyed enormous popularity in a world all too familiar with
                unsaintly soldiers. Michael made up for his lack of capacity to provide saintly
                relics for the faithful’s devotion by acquiring an extraordinary array of holy
                high places across Europe, all dedicated to him, so that churches of St
                Michael-in-the-Mount can be found on the European map in a rich variety of
                languages. Still Michael and his angelic fellows kept their wings, which remained a
                useful instant visual distinction from those fleshly saintly beings who had entered
                heavenly bliss with no questions asked at the gate.

            Just at the time that Michael was
                seizing the imagination of fifth- and sixth-century Christians, there came the
                intervention of a Syrian monk. He was so obscure that we have never discovered his
                real name, but he has proved one of the most important thinkers in the history of
                Christian Churches, in both east and west. Indeed, he claimed to be an associate of
                the man who might well be described as the most important Christian thinker after
                Jesus Christ, the apostle Paul. He took on the name and personality of Paul’s
                chief convert in the largely unreceptive city of Athens, Dionysius the Areopagite,
                who had lived some four centuries before the Syrian monk’s own time. There was
                good reason for this protective clothing, because one remarkable fact is apparent
                from Pseudo-Dionysius’s writings: in terms of both Catholic and Orthodox
                Christianity, he was a heretic (a fact, as far as I could see, noted neither by
                Feisal G. Mohamed nor any of Marshall and Walsham’s essayists). The
                pseudonymous writer’s theological outlook was Miaphysite: in other words, he
                rejected the compromise formula which the imperial family steam-rollered through the
                Council of Chalcedon in 451, a rejection shared by the overwhelming majority of
                Christians to the east and south-east of the Roman Empire at the time. And yet he
                was enormously influential; he flits through the pages of these two books as
                frequently as does the Devil, though with a rather different effect. His
                respectability was aided in the Western Church when a ninth-century abbot of
                Saint-Denis near Paris creatively confused him with the identically named French
                bishop who was patron saint to Abbot Hilduin’s own abbey. Nevertheless, this
                was as much effect as cause, part of an enthusiastic first
                reception of Pseudo-Dionysius in the West which, from then on, fed a mystical
                tradition previously little-resourced by Western theology. An essential element in
                Dionysius’s impact was his dragooning of the angels into hierarchies (in fact
                he seems to have invented the word ‘hierarchy’, as Mohamed points out,
                although his suggested etymology of it at p. 9 is eccentric – it simply means
                ‘rule by a priest’). This layered procession of beings from high to low
                kept the Deity safely corralled away from created substance: a Platonist strategy
                which would have gladdened the hearts of gnostic Christians back in the second
                century CE.

            Blithely ignoring that dismaying
                thought, not to mention the Miaphysite milieu of Dionysius’s writings,
                medieval Western Christians lapped up the pseudonymous Syrian’s tidy-minded
                mapping of celestial society. After all, they lived in a hierarchical world, and it
                was natural to suppose that the world beyond was even better organized. In fact,
                many of them improved on Dionysius’s scheme, revelling in further complexity.
                Mohamed helpfully provides a tabulated comparison of how the thirteenth-century
                Franciscan theologian Bonaventure elaborated Dionysius, and he also reproduces part
                of Dean John Colet’s equally complex manuscript diagram from nearly two
                centuries later. Bonaventure is another writer weaving his way throughout these two
                books, and his speculations are a good illustration of the way in which discussion
                of angels became a nose of wax: a convenient dump for whatever theological point a
                theologian wanted to make.

            Chief among these points was the
                tendency of clergy in every age to take themselves very seriously. One reason why
                those medieval Western clerics embraced Dionysius with such enthusiasm was that he
                had designed his hierarchy as a parallel to the sublunary world of ecclesiastical
                sacraments and offices in the Church, as indeed the etymology of
                ‘hierarchy’ implied. For Dionysius, bishops equated to
                ‘Dominations’ among the angels, ranking just below the dominical
                sacraments, and from there the clerical orders descended to lay catechumens, whose
                equivalents among the angels were not dignified with any other particular term of
                art. Obsession with angels thus frequently lined up with hyper-clericalism, as it
                certainly did in the case of John Colet. Yet if clergy were thus seen as close to
                angels, it gave them a frightening responsibility. Just as pseudo-Dionysius’s
                contemporaries among Syrian monks expressed their sense of
                closeness to God by the most savage mortification of their bodies, so Colet lashed
                out at the failings of his fellow clergy with a relish that Protestants later
                mistook for anti-clericalism; it was in fact precisely the reverse.

            Even those Renaissance humanists who had
                no vested interest in boosting the role of clergy bought into pseudo-Dionysius
                – though their emphasis was slightly different. Intoxicated with their own
                excitement at their rediscoveries in ancient philosophy and magic, they saw
                Dionysius’s vision as offering all humans the chance to resemble angels.
                Reading in the Marshall and Walsham volume Bruce Gordon’s entertaining
                dissection of the discussion of angels in the Renaissance is a sobering reminder of
                what terrible old nonsense clever people will create if they put their minds to it:
                the writings of Pico della Mirandola and Johannes Trithemius are particularly
                instructive in this regard. Yet one has to remember that they were trying to use
                words to describe that which is beyond description: not merely the nature of an
                angel, but the being of God. Their torrent of words and celestial categories should
                perhaps be compared to musical composition – meaningless in one sense, yet in
                another the only way of capturing the meaning of the sublime.

            It is not surprising that the
                Reformation brought challenging times for angels. The Dionysian tradition had
                entangled them in the pretensions of the old clerical hierarchy, and popular
                devotion had embedded them deep in the cult of the saints, so Protestants needed to
                do a great deal of furious rethinking about them, among much other fury. The saving
                grace for the angels, in contrast to the saints, was that they were indisputably
                prominent in the Bible, and their constant occupation fighting their former
                colleagues, the followers of Satan, was a thoroughly congenial theme to Protestants,
                whose mindset was one of struggle and whose thoughts so frequently turned to
                Antichrist. So angels survived, as demons survived: there were even guardian angels
                for elect Puritans. In fact, as is revealed successively by Peter Marshall
                (‘Angels around the deathbed’), Raymond Gillespie (‘Imagining
                angels in early modern Ireland’) and Joad Raymond (‘“With the
                tongues of angels”: angelic conversations in Paradise Lost and
                seventeenth century England’), English and Irish Protestant Dissenters were
                liable to be much more extravagantly enthusiastic for the powers and potential of angels than members of the Protestant episcopal Established
                Church.

            Predictably, Luther and Calvin took up
                radically different stances, as Philip Soergel’s essay on ‘Luther and
                the angels’ reveals. The divergence was very like their split on their
                respective views of Mary the Mother of the Lord – hardly surprisingly, in view
                of Mary’s intimate links with angels, both with Gabriel and those who visited
                the shepherds after the Nativity. Luther never lost his warm devotion either to Mary
                or angels; with characteristic energy, he took delight in remoulding these feelings
                to bolster his deep Christocentricity. Calvin, preoccupied with the dangers of
                idolatry, was sour about both Mary and angels, grudgingly unable to deny their place
                in God’s purpose, but unwilling to make undue fuss about it in case it gave
                people the wrong idea.1 Calvin’s reductionism was echoed by Archbishop Ussher of
                Armagh, balancing profound historical scholarship, rugged Reformed Protestantism and
                a conviction of the rightness of episcopacy when in the year of peril 1641 he argued
                that the angel of the Church in the Book of Revelation, Chapter 1, was no more nor
                less than a flesh-and-blood bishop, not unlike himself.

            It is easy to understand the feelings of
                Reformed theologians – not just Calvin – when one contemplates the lush
                developments of angels in the Roman Catholic Counter-Reformation. One can hardly
                imagine its triumphal atmosphere without the host of bewinged and gilded beings, as
                resplendent and all-pervasive in Mannerist, Baroque and Rococo church interiors as
                butterflies in the rain-forest – right down to the fag-end of the
                Pseudo-Dionysian system represented by the two little bored cherubs who are a staple
                of modern greeting-card shops. There is a rich seam of information in
                Walsham/Marshall on the multiple ways in which angels assisted the resurgent Church
                of Rome. Fernando Cervantes excitingly opens up their usefulness in mopping up or
                countering identities from among the multiple deities encountered by the Spaniards
                in the New World; he is aided by a striking image (provided by the editors) of an
                angel from Lake Titicaca, fashionably dressed as a gentleman, complete with
                broad-brimmed hat, cheerfully brandishing a gun, his wings somewhat superfluous to
                the requirements of a jaunty young Spanish grandee.

            The late Trevor Johnson shows how the
                Jesuits in this, as in so much else, quietly forgot their early
                risky speculations about angels in the course of their hugely successful makeover as
                the Papacy’s most loyal assistants. It is reassuring to learn from the Society
                that Ignatius probably shared with Our Lady the privilege of having a guardian
                archangel rather than merely an angel: a necessary precaution, in view of the
                attacks which the Jesuits faced on all sides ‘by heretics and even by
                    Catholics’.2

            María Tausiet concentrates on the
                combat with demons in Spain, who, particularly on the borders with French
                Protestants, could be appreciated as a gift of God, demonstrating the power of the
                true Church, when they were eventually vanquished. Robin Briggs also introduces us
                to preoccupations with demons, this time in the writings of Jean Bodin. From the age
                of thirty-seven, Bodin had constant guidance from a spirit who appeared to be a
                guardian angel. The sage’s eagerness to make sure that witches were persecuted
                was a useful smokescreen for his own very peculiar and eminently punishable
                heresies. The afterlife of Reformation and Counter-Reformation is glimpsed in
                Elizabeth Reis’s presentation of New England, where angels gained something of
                a boost from the eighteenth-century Great Awakenings. There is irony here, because
                (as Alexandra Walsham reminds us) the same George Whitefield who was so important in
                the Awakenings back home in England proved the nemesis of angels in the little
                Suffolk town of Bildeston (not Bidleston as in the text). The churchwardens,
                inspired by Whitefield’s preaching, arranged for the hacking-down and burning
                of the angels carved in the splendid medieval nave roof of their church; the damage
                can still be seen.

            Owen Davies notes the peculiarity that
                English folklore in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries seems almost entirely
                innocent of angels, despite the continuing prevalence of the guardian angel in the
                consciousness of many children, and he speculates that spiritualism has come to
                provide a more reliable and democratic path to the other world than arbitrarily
                arranged angelic visitations.

            Feisal Mohamed’s book reads like
                an extended version of an essay from Marshall’s and Walsham’s book (to
                which, indeed, it makes generous and appropriate reference), and is a useful study
                of the literary and theological presence of angels in English Protestant thought
                from Richard Hooker to John Milton. Mohamed rightly emphasizes the importance of Pseudo-Dionysius to this theme, although for the most part his
                story is of good Protestants following Calvin in their scepticism about the
                Areopagite’s fantasies. Colet is a prolegomenon to these English Reformed
                writers, to stress just how different and how medieval he was (Colet’s stock
                as morning-star of the Reformation has crashed in recent years, aided by Jonathan
                Arnold’s demonstration of his mediocre performance as Dean of St
                    Paul’s).3 Milton, as Mohamed points out (p. 106), accepted Pseudo-Dionysius
                as a Father of the Church only so that he could sneer at all the Church Fathers.
                Milton is the star of this study, occupying around half of its text, and Mohamed
                provides detailed examination of his treatment of Raphael and Michael. He leaves the
                reader with a convincing picture of the perplexities faced by a sensitive and
                cultured Reformed Christian in sorting out from two thousand years of religious
                experience what should be valued, and what should be junked, in order to create an
                epic for his own time.

        
    
        
            3

            The Virgin Mary and Protestant
                Reformers

            Let us contemplate Thomas Cranmer,
                Primate of All England, sitting on an altar to preside over the trial of Anabaptist
                heretics. The time is May 1549; the altar, unceremoniously covered over to support
                the judge, is that of the Lady Chapel in St Paul’s Cathedral in London:
                several of the heretics on trial have denied the Catholic doctrine of the
                Incarnation, and one will later be burned at the stake. In a compelling paradox, an
                archbishop tramples an altar of Our Lady in the course of defending the Incarnation.
                One witness in the crowd of onlookers was a pious and scholarly Welsh Catholic, Sir
                Thomas Stradling, who later wrote down his reactions to the occasion. He interpreted
                it as the uncannily accurate fulfilment of an eleventh-century prophecy to be found
                in a manuscript in his own library: Cranmer, he pointed out, went on to be punished
                for his blasphemy first by the 1549 rebellions and then by his fiery death at the
                    stake.1

            The scandal of Cranmer on the Lady altar
                tells us a good deal about the ambiguous feelings of the Reformers for Our Lady. On
                the one hand they saw it as a major work of piety to demolish and demystify the
                cultic and devotional world of which she was the centrepiece. On the other, they
                needed her as a bastion to defend the Catholic faith against the more militant
                forces which the Reformation had unleashed. They wished her to play her part in the
                biblical narrative which they were proclaiming to the world, and which they felt was
                threatened from the two opposed forces of papistry and radicalism. But in the
                ambiguity of their feelings towards Mary, they were being true to what they found in
                the biblical text: here was a story of Mary which not only was restricted in scope
                but also contained elements of both praise and reserve. The
                Reformers’ task was one of restoration as much as destruction.

            Since so much of the Reformers’
                relations with Mary were determined by the scriptural text, it is inevitable that
                the prehistory of their attitudes lies in the mind of Desiderius Erasmus. The young
                Erasmus, innocent of his later career as a biblical scholar, did what any young
                humanist cleric with conventional ambitions would have done – he wrote elegant
                Latin verse in praise of Mary. His Supplication to the Virgin has the
                extravagant note which one expects in late medieval literature: he calls her
                ‘my salvation, my sole and certain refuge’; ‘the beautiful moon,
                sister and mother of the eternal sun’. In his Paean, written at much
                the same time, he styled Mary ‘a true Diana’, as he also did in the
                    Supplication; yet by 1528, in his Ciceronian, the mature
                biblical critic and doyen of humanists was ridiculing those who might seek to
                portray Jesus as Apollo and his mother as Diana, and his earlier poetry clearly
                embarrassed him.2 That note was sounded in a letter to Thomas More even before he had
                got very far in his biblical study, and in the same year his Christocentric
                devotional work, The
                Enchiridion, pioneered an observation which became a cliché of
                Protestant moralizing: ‘No devotion is more pleasing to Mary than the
                imitation of Mary’s humility.’3 In another classic statement, Erasmus
                pointed out the obvious, but also left a timebomb for the Western Church:
                ‘Christ is the anchor of our salvation, Mary is not.’4

            When Erasmus turned his scrutiny onto
                the text of the Bible, his work proved a devastating broadside against much of the
                critical structure created by the doyen of biblical commentary, Jerome, which had
                been formative in the development of Mariology. If readers of the Bible note
                allegory in its text, they should do so with due caution, and direct it aright.
                Erasmus came to deplore the use of wisdom material from the Song of Songs or the
                Book of Sirach in relation to Mary; if there was allegory in the figure of the
                beautiful bride or the preexistent wisdom, this should refer to the Church and its
                relation with the saviour. Protestant commentaries would ram home this message.5

            An issue over allegory which proved more
                troublesome to Protestants was the perpetual virginity of Mary: much of the
                traditional case for this belief was based on a directly allegorical use of Ezekiel
                44:2, on the shutting of a gate through which only the Lord could enter, bolstered by a Latin reading of Isaiah’s prophecy of a young woman
                conceiving the son Immanuel (Isaiah 7:14). Erasmus could not read these as Jerome
                had done. In response to shocked complaints about his comments, he set out a precise
                position: ‘We believe in the perpetual virginity of Mary, although it is not
                expounded in the sacred books.’6 Other insights of Erasmus proved
                crucial to the revolution in soteriology which was to come. In his 1519 revision of
                his New Testament edition, he rewrote the Latin version of the angelic salutation
                which was quoted devotionally in the ‘Hail Mary’; now the Virgin became
                    ‘gratiosa’ rather than ‘gratia plena’,
                and thus less available as a prop for the theology of merit.7 He sneered at the
                misguided piety which led some to use Luke 2:51, the statement that Jesus was
                subject to his parents, to affirm that Jesus still owed obedience to his mother.
                This outbreak of common sense might sound trivial, but it was of huge importance,
                since it was a wedge to split apart the edifice of intercession by Mary to her son
                which had become so all-pervasive in Western popular devotion.8

            After such rethinking of the
                fundamentals, it was inevitable that the cults of Mary and indeed of all the saints
                should come into Erasmus’s sights. Famously in his Colloquies, he
                turned his pilgrimage to Walsingham and Canterbury into light comedy for the
                    public.9
                This was part of a vigorous debunking of the physicality and tactility of late
                medieval popular piety which reflected Erasmus’s distaste for lay devotion;
                for all his loudly proclaimed vision of the labourer reading the Bible at the
                ploughtail, and his strictures on the clericalism of his age, he was profoundly
                repelled when he observed the everyday reality of Western Christendom’s
                layfolk grasping at the sacred. His nausea would become naturalized in
                Protestantism, particularly in its Reformed variety.10 The intellectual
                genealogy is clear. Erasmus attacked the excesses of the cult of relics, devoting
                particular wit to the easy target of relics of milk from the Virgin: a particularly
                heavy-handed (not to say offensive) version of this sarcasm can be found in John
                Calvin’s anti-relic tract of 1544.11 Erasmus developed the topos of the
                saints having replaced pagan deities: St Anthony had taken over from Aesculapius and
                the Virgin Mary had staged a coup d’état against
                Proserpine. In the Colloquies and elsewhere he sneered at sailors in
                distress who used titles for Mary like ‘Star of the Sea, Queen of Heaven, Mistress of the World, Port of Salvation’.12 All this
                can be found echoed in a classic and influential demolition of the cult of saints
                and relics by Heinrich Bullinger, De origine erroris libri duo, which, via
                its 1539 edition, came to be plagiarized around 1560 in the longest single reference
                to Mary in all the Homilies of the Church of England: a purple passage in the
                blockbuster-length Homily against Peril of Idolatry.13

            One must point out that Erasmus’s
                revisionism on Mary, together with his irritable sallies of defence against the
                sniping of conservatives, has to be balanced with expressions of apparently genuine
                devotion to the person and work of the Virgin, to be found liberally scattered
                through his writings throughout his career. Even one of his very last works, a
                collection of prayers of 1535, is careful to include a notably traditional prayer to
                the Virgin.14
                As the consequences of his attacks became plain in the first decade of the
                Reformation, Erasmus had drawn back in alarm and done his best to reaffirm some old
                certainties. One of the most unexpected of his writings after the Luther explosion
                is his Votive Mass of Notre Dame of Loreto, a venture into liturgy unique
                for him, published in 1523 at the request of a friend who was the parish priest of
                Porrentruy, not far from Basel. However, what is noticeable in this apparent attempt
                at reconciliation with the world of holy places is the emphasis on the Passion of
                Christ, together with a complete absence of any positive celebration of the Holy
                House, something which is quite an achievement in the circumstances. Erasmus
                included a homily in the mass which managed to dwell on the common late medieval
                theme of the sufferings of Mary, while at the same time criticizing some of the
                devotion and iconography which it had attracted: ‘She suffered at her
                son’s suffering, but by force of character she restrained the human feelings
                of her heart, she smothered her sighs, she held back her flowing tears, and while
                the rest of the disciples fled in fear, she alone stood with John beside her
                son’s cross. Those pictures, which show her fallen down and stricken with
                fainting, dead with suffering, are damaging. She did not wail, tear her hair, beat
                her breast or cry out that she was unhappy. She drew more comfort from the
                redemption of mankind than suffering from the death of her son.’15

            Here was a possible direction in which
                reformed Catholicism might travel. Erasmus’s biographer
                Léon-Ernest Halkin has indeed suggested that his revised Mariology made him the
                predecessor of Muratori and the Catholic Enlightenment.16 There might have been a
                future for a Mariology drawing on the Christocentric theology of the Passion in a
                Catholicism which had not been traumatized by the Reformation. If one considers the
                    Spirituali in Italy in the 1530s and 1540s, for instance, there is the
                example of Vittoria Colonna, lay theologian and patron of Michelangelo. Inspired by
                Michelangelo’s gift to her of a drawing of a Pietà, one among
                his artistic meditations on the Sorrows of the Virgin, Colonna wrote poetry which
                concentrated on this theme of the bond between mother and son in the Passion, which
                so illuminated for her the way in which Christ’s death transformed death, and
                the son’s body, caressed by the Virgin, showed forth the divine gifts of the
                Spirit. Her Mariology could therefore become an organic part of a theology which
                emphasized the spirituale themes of the death, resurrection and the work of
                the Holy Spirit: themes which strike a chord with the Reformed spirituality of the
                north. However, it is striking that such Marian themes do not emerge when Colonna
                corresponded with another outstanding humanist writer, Marguerite of Angoulême.
                Both women might have been expected to draw on the well of feminine models provided
                by Mary; the five extant letters between this distinguished devotional pairing bulge
                with scriptural allusions, yet those relating either directly or allegorically to
                the Virgin are noticeable by their absence.17

            Moreover, the fate of spirituale
                piety was to be driven to the margins of Catholic spirituality, to face
                systematic suppression or to seek refuge in Protestantism. The Spirituali
                became a might-have-been of Catholic history. A contrast and significant pointer to
                what would be the actual future is provided by the career of one contemporary of
                Erasmus who sought to follow in his revisionist or mediating path: the Franciscan
                friar from Avignon, François Lambert. Around 1520, Lambert published La
                    couronne de Notre Seigneur Jésus-Christ, a devotional work modelled on
                the rosary, but transferring its Marian focus to the person of Christ: it contained
                thirty-three mysteries of the life of Christ. Yet the work still referred to Our
                Lady, and sought her intercession as well as those of the angels and saints: it
                affirmed the Immaculate Conception, and prayed devoutly for the Pope.18 Not long afterwards, in summer 1522, Lambert took it upon himself
                to travel to Zürich in the middle of the ferment of its Reformation, and he
                preached in the Fraumünster, on the subject of intercession by Mary and the
                saints. This was the famous occasion on which Huldrych Zwingli heckled the preacher,
                bellowing out ‘Bruder, da irrest du’ (‘That’s where
                you’re wrong, Brother’). On the following day Lambert was involved in
                debate with Zwingli; it was the last time that the friar wore his Franciscan habit,
                and after that he was launched on his own brief but intensely active life as a
                champion of Reformation. No more talk of Our Lady’s intercession from him.19

            Lambert’s apostasy brings us at
                last to the Reformation itself, and the double legacy of destruction and affirmation
                which Martin Luther bequeathed to its various outworkings. Erasmus had refocused
                scripture, subverted pilgrimage and saintly intercession and emphasized the Passion
                and saving work of Christ. All this was welded into a potent and destructive force
                by Luther’s fiery and single-minded promotion of justification by faith only.
                It was unlikely that the mediation of the saints would have for long escaped a clash
                with his message, but the very liveliness of the pilgrimage industry brought
                immediacy to the contest. Already in one of his key declarations of war on the old
                world of devotion in 1520, the Address to the Christian Nobility of the German
                    Nation, Luther drew attention to the most recently and dramatically created
                Marian shrine in Germany. This was the ‘Beautiful Mary’ of Regensburg, a
                Frankenstein’s monster created (with nice historical irony) by the future
                radical Balthasar Hubmaier. Hubmaier, then a highly traditionalist preacher at the
                cathedral, had in winter 1519 incited an anti-Jewish pogrom in Regensburg, after
                which Our Lady was drafted in to cure a workman badly injured during the demolition
                of the synagogue. Fifty thousand pilgrims were reputed to have visited the makeshift
                shrine chapel within a month of its completion on the Feast of the Assumption, 1519.
                Hubmaier’s unappealing combination of anti-Semitism and Marian fervour (both
                of which he later regretted) was to have a dire effect on the place of Mary in
                Protestant Europe: it was the equivalent of Johann Tetzel’s indulgence
                campaign in catalysing a violent reaction in Luther. The year-old Beautiful Mary
                fired Luther’s fury: it formed the climax of his list of offensive shrines
                that should be  ‘levelled’
                    (‘vorstoret’) as he launched a bitter diatribe against
                pilgrimage in the Address.20

            Luther had thus given one particular cue
                for destructive action to the many people who were beginning to look to him for
                guidance. There was one further connection which needed to be made to complete the
                logic of destruction: shrines often centred on a statue, and Marian shrines
                invariably did. It was Luther’s colleague in Wittenberg, Andreas Karlstadt,
                who made the link between shrines and the evil of images generally. In January and
                February 1522, with Luther away in the Wartburg, crowds destroyed images in some of
                the churches of Wittenberg, inspired by Karlstadt.21 Luther promptly stopped this in
                March, but the following year Zwingli’s parallel Reformation in Zürich
                followed Karlstadt’s lead, turning popular vandalism into an orderly and
                thorough-going cleansing of the churches. Naturally, images of Mary, so prominent in
                the iconography of medieval church interiors, were prime targets in this process:
                victims of what, by analogy with hyperdulia, might be styled
                    hyperphobia. Luther had little time for either Karlstadt or
                Zwingli’s Zürich, but he could hardly unsay what he had said about
                pilgrimage in the Address to the Christian Nobility of the German Nation.
                In 1522 Wolfgang Russ preached at the Bavarian shrine of Our Lady of Altötting
                against Marian devotion and miracles: it was the beginning of nearly half a century
                of eclipse for the shrine until the Counter Reformation put a special effort into
                reviving it.22 Russ’s echo of Luther’s call for action was repeated
                throughout northern Europe: over the next couple of years, images of Mary which were
                special focuses of pilgrims’ devotion became prime symbols of what needed to
                be destroyed. In March 1524, enthusiasts for the Reformation in Allstedt were
                inspired by their preacher Thomas Müntzer to turn on the nearby Marian shrine
                at Mallerbach; they terrorized its hermit custodian into flight and ended up burning
                the place down.23 In the same year, far to the north in Riga, a similar group of the
                godly denounced as a witch the much-venerated statue of the Virgin in the cathedral,
                uprooted it and ducked it in the river: since the wooden object floated, they
                pronounced it guilty and burned it at Kubsberg, the customary place to punish
                    witches.24

            This carnivalesque mixture of the
                spontaneous, the calculated and the ritualistic, set the pattern
                for what happened in Reformed Protestant lands over the next century and into the
                general mayhem of the Thirty Years War: from England, one could multiply examples of
                exemplary destruction of Marian images from the time of Thomas Cromwell, Edward VI
                or Elizabeth I. These atrocities spawned a new genre of Roman Catholic Marian
                devotion, what might be styled cults of battered Marys: images which had been
                rescued after Protestant vandalism and were thus seen as especially worthy exemplars
                of the sufferings of Our Lady. One can cite particular examples from Paris in 1528
                (rebattered in 1545 and 1551), pre-Calvinist Geneva in 1532, or Valladolid in 1600:
                this last battered Mary, victim of the ideologically fuelled English raid on Cadiz
                in 1596, was specifically renamed Santa Maria Vulnerata.25 One has to emphasize,
                however, that this violent assault on the physical symbols of Mary was a phenomenon
                of Reformed Protestant Europe, of the heirs of Karlstadt and Zwingli; it died away
                wherever Protestantism was chivvied into that modified version of Luther’s
                bundle of beliefs which has come to be styled Lutheranism. Luther’s horror at
                the consequences of Karlstadt’s actions in Wittenberg drove him furiously to
                think about the image problem, and led him to the conclusion that there was no
                problem. Once the more ridiculous or dangerous images had been put aside, the old
                statues, pictures and stained glass could be left to bring innocent delight and
                edification to the faithful.26 The consequences can pleasurably be
                seen in Lutheran northern Europe to this day; two examples will suffice. In
                Lübeck Cathedral, the great Rood group has now survived both the Reformation
                and Allied air raids, so the attendant Mary and John still guard the crucifix on
                their fourteenth-century screen. Perhaps most memorable of all Mary’s
                appearances in Lutheran church interiors is Veit Stoss’s glorious suspended
                sculpture of the Annunciation which hangs above the high altar of the parish church
                of St Lorenz in Nuremberg (and restored in modern times to its original position
                after some years of discreet withdrawal).

            Luther was not simply reacting to what
                he regarded as the crassness of Karlstadt. He quickly matched his assault on the
                Marian cult with a positive repositioning of Mary as part of his own announcement of
                the message of salvation. He first set this out in one of his most eloquent
                devotional writings, the Commentary on the Magnificat: published in September 1521, it was begun even before he had left Wittenberg to
                defy the Holy Roman Emperor at the Diet of Worms.27 It was no mechanical exercise for
                Luther to explore Mary’s song. He showed how much of traditional devotion to
                Mary he was prepared to admit in his paraphrase of the angelic salutation: ‘O
                thou blessed Virgin, Mother of God … Hail to thee! Holy art thou, henceforth
                and for ever …’ ‘Queen of Heaven’ was a permissible title
                ‘as much as it is certainly true’, without making her a goddess.28 All this
                could be preserved because it emphasized a paradox characteristic of Luther’s
                theology: Mary’s glory consisted, as she herself sang, in God having lifted
                her up from lowliness. Even before Karlstadt had forced him to face the practical
                question of images and iconoclasm, Luther was thinking out how devotional art might
                be redirected suitably to portray Mary, and as he meditated on this, he produced one
                of the most memorable passages of his work: a sustained contrast of ‘the
                Divine glory joined with her nothingness; the Divine merit with her homage; the
                Divine greatness with her smallness; the Divine goodness with her lack of merit; the
                Divine grace with her unworthiness’.29 Note that God had regarded
                Mary’s lowliness and not her humility, which might be seen as a merit:
                Mary’s momentous destiny was not given to her because of any merit of her own
                – a thought in which Luther’s core theology coincided with the textual
                exegesis of Erasmus.30 This radical repositioning effectively rescued Mary’s
                humanity to emphasize both the reality and the enormous gift of the Incarnation: the
                huge error of medieval devotion, as was clear in the art which it had produced, was
                to contrast ‘us with the Mother of God instead of her with God’.31 Luther was
                then free as his commentary climaxed to ‘pray God that He may offer us a right
                understanding of this Magnificat, an understanding which does not merely expound and
                shed light on it but burns and lives in body and soul. May Christ grant us this
                through the intercession and the intention of His dear Mother Mary. Amen.’32

            Luther remained faithful throughout his
                career as a Reformer to the programme set out in his Magnificat commentary. In 1962
                Walter Tappolet produced a remarkable anthology of passages on the subject of Mary
                from Luther, Zwingli, Bullinger and Calvin, Das Marienlob der Reformatoren.
                The very thoroughness of Tappolet’s achievement reveals the imbalance between
                Luther and the three Reformed theologians: Luther takes up
                nearly half the work, and in Tappolet’s table of references, Luther scores
                eight pages, in contrast to the couple of pages encompassing Zwingli, Bullinger and
                    Calvin.33
                Luther never wrote a specifically Marian hymn (indeed, he characteristically
                modified various medieval pilgrimage hymns in a Christological direction), but his
                hymnody is scattered with warm references to Mary in the context of the Incarnation.
                These allusions are unsurprisingly prominent in his Christmas hymns, but they also
                emerge delicately and beautifully in his sacred love-ballad from the early 1530s,
                    ‘Sie ist mir lieb, die werte Magd’ (‘The worthy Maid
                is dear to me’). In this, Luther keeps three themes in exquisite tension: his
                controlling image is of the woman crowned with the twelve stars from Revelation 12,
                but the woman is traditionally both an image of the Church and an image of Mary; in
                all three guises she finds her child kept safe from the dragon of sin.34

            Luther’s warmth towards Mary
                continued to be expressed in his preaching, which remained tied to the liturgical
                year, because he kept so much more of the Kalendar than other churches in the
                Protestant world. Free to choose which he would retain of the festivals associated
                with Mary, he kept those which could be seen as centring on Christ rather than Mary:
                the Annunciation, the Visitation and the Purification. Tappolet points out that
                Luther preached on these feast-days until the end of his life, while by contrast his
                last sermon on the Conception of Our Lady was no later than 1520, on her Nativity
                1522, and on her Assumption 1523.35 The subject of the Magnificat
                remained a favourite with him, to be lovingly and regularly expounded on the feast
                associated with it in scripture – the Visitation – on 2 July.
                Luther’s partiality for the Visitation contrasts with the one non-Lutheran
                Church of the Reformation to keep the shape of the liturgical year, the Church of
                England: curiously, when Archbishop Cranmer made his own selection of festivals, the
                Annunciation and Purification still got special liturgical mention, but the
                Visitation was dropped, even from the ceremonialist provisional rite of 1549. This
                was despite the pivotal dramatic role which the Magnificat continued to play in the
                English liturgy of Evensong; moreover, here was an instance in which Cranmer
                consciously ignored advice from Martin Bucer, who shared Luther’s particular
                affection for the feast, and who advocated retaining it when he gave advice on
                revising the 1549 rite.36

            If the Zürich
                Reformers were not so vocal as Luther in their praise of Mary, they still echoed the
                message of his Magnificat Commentary, a work which achieved wide popularity, no
                doubt in large measure thanks to the unusual lack of polemical edge in the work.
                Like him, they were conscious of accusations from their conservative enemies that
                they dishonoured the Virgin, and they were eager to make as positive noises as they
                could. In 1522, the same year that he shouted down Lambert in the Fraumünster,
                Zwingli preached and published a major sermon ‘On the ever pure Virgin Maid
                Mary the mother of Jesus Christ our Saviour’, a careful recounting of the
                scriptural material on Mary and a direct response to claims that he had denied
                Mary’s virginity.37 The Zürich authorities were gradualist in their approach
                to Marian devotion; the Marian liturgical feasts were not abolished until 1535; and,
                more surprisingly, one would have experienced a liturgical recitation of the
                scriptural portion of the Hail Mary in the Zürich preaching service right up to
                1563, when Bullinger finally did away with it.38 Bullinger could be surprisingly
                old-fashioned when he chose: unlike his mentor Zwingli, he seems to have been
                prepared to countenance the possibility of the Assumption of Mary, on the reasonable
                Protestant basis that Enoch and Elijah provided scriptural precedents for such an
                event. The discussion, admittedly casual enough, occurs in an unpredictable setting:
                the 1539 version of his well-known book (already cited above) attacking relics and
                pilgrimages. In the course of a rather tortured dialogue with the writings of
                Jerome, Bullinger affirms without apparent reservation, ‘For this reason
                indeed we believe the sacred body of Mary, the most pure home and temple of the Holy
                Spirit, to have been carried by angels up to heaven.’39

            It is significant that when an edition
                of Bullinger’s De origine erroris was published in Geneva in 1549,
                this remarkable sentence was omitted from the text.40 With Calvin, a more chilly overall
                attitude to Mary is perceptible than in either Wittenberg or Zürich. While
                Luther cheerfully remarked in 1523 that the Hail Mary was no danger to those of firm
                faith, and while its scriptural text continued to echo around the churches of
                Zürich, in 1542 Calvin bitterly denounced any use of it as ‘execrable
                blasphemy’, together with the titles of honour for Mary which Luther was happy
                to commend.41
                It is noticeable that the Angelic Salutation is never cited in Calvin’s
                    Institutio Christianae Religionis  (his famous work
                of systematic theology, the Institutes): indeed, throughout the
                    Institutes in its successive versions, the absence of any use of the
                standard Marian biblical passages, whether direct or allegorical, is very striking.
                There is only one passing reference even to the Magnificat.42 Admittedly, when he was
                forced to face up to the Marian scriptural passages in his biblical commentaries,
                Calvin could be carried away by his interest in the text and used his imagination.
                For instance, in his commentary on Luke 2:48, he chose to defend Mary for telling
                off the boy Jesus for his truancy in the Temple: ‘The weariness of three days
                was in that complaint,’ he said sympathetically.43 Yet such naturalism was
                not the attitude which the Queen of Heaven might have expected. Calvin’s
                single-minded hatred of anything which could be regarded as an idolatrous obstacle
                to the worship of God skewed in a negative direction the delicate balance of
                attitudes to Mary which the Lutheran and Zürich Reformers had managed to
                sustain, and gradually Calvin’s was the influence which coloured the
                spirituality of non-Lutheran Europe. It was noticeable in England, for example, that
                the first version of the English Bible to supplant the phrase ‘full of
                grace’ in the Angelic Salutation at Luke 1:28 was the Geneva translation of
                1560: there it became ‘thou that art freely beloved’, and the Authorized
                Version did not return to the older phrase in 1611, opting for ‘thou that art
                highly favoured’.44

            This impact of Calvinism in later Tudor
                England fused with an older native English strain of negative comment on Mary: this
                was a mark of Lollard discourse, and it had in turn been distinctively reinforced by
                the charismatic preaching of Hugh Latimer, diffused into the Elizabethan age through
                publication. Latimer, as Bishop of Worcester in the 1530s, had taken a savage
                delight in the nationwide round-up and destruction of cultic images of Mary carried
                out in 1538, not least the venerated image in his own cathedral.45 Freed from
                circumspection after the death of Henry VIII, he took up Erasmus’s theme of
                the negative passages about Mary in scripture and infused it with a distinctly
                personal misogyny in his campaign to sweep out the remnants of the once-mighty
                English cults of Our Lady. The best thing about Mary for Latimer was that she was
                obedient: that was a positive womanly quality. However, she had not always shown the
                humility of the Magnificat: she had demanded to speak to her
                son, ‘interrupting his sermon, which was not good manners’. Latimer took
                great delight in citing John Chrysostom and Augustine to prove his point that
                ‘she was pricked a little with vain-glory; she would have been known to be his
                mother, else she would not have been so hasty to speak with him … The school
                doctors say she was arrogant.’ She was even at fault for losing Jesus in the
                Temple, and she quarrelled with him afterwards ‘like a mother’ –
                this phrase might form a clue to Latimer’s unconscious feelings.
                Christ’s independent actions on this occasion illustrated for Latimer the
                limits of earthly obedience: oportet magis obedire Deo quam hominibus,
                ‘It is better to serve God than human beings’. All this conveniently
                served to prove for Latimer, as Chrysostom’s remark had already indicated to
                William Tyndale two decades before, that Mary could not have been conceived
                    immaculately.46

            ‘Magisterial’ reformers
                – the Luthers, the Tyndales, the Zwinglis, the Calvins, who became the new
                ecclesiastical establishment in Protestantism – were nevertheless always
                uncomfortably conscious that they were skating on thin ice when they took
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			    1–3. The west-front of Bath Cathedral Priory,
                featuring Jacob’s Ladder, commissioned by Oliver King, Bishop of Bath and
                Wells, c. 1500. With engaging literalism, some of its angels descend to
                earth headfirst, while others more fortunate ascend to heaven (see Ch. 2).
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            4. Lucas de Heere, ‘Allegory of the Tudor
                Succession’, c. 1572 (see Ch.
                7).

				

            
                [image: Penguin logo]
            

            5. A commemorative group portrait of delegates at
                the Somerset House Conference, 1604, by an unknown artist. Spanish delegates sit on
                the left, English on the right (see Ch. 12).
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            6. The opening of Psalm 1 in Henry VIII’s
                Psalter, annotated by the King (see Ch. 8).
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            7. The Great Bible, authorized by Henry VIII. In
                this 1541 edition, the blank oval to the right represents the Stalinesque removal of
                Thomas Cromwell’s heraldry after his execution; Archbishop Cranmer’s
                arms opposite remain untouched (see Ch. 8).
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            8. Thomas Cranmer, c. 1545, in a portrait
                by Gerlach Flicke.
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            9. A portrait of Cranmer derived from Flicke, in
                Gilbert Burnet’s History of the Reformation (1679–82).
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            10. A bearded Thomas Cranmer, c. 1550, at
                Lambeth Palace, by an unknown artist (see Ch.
                19).
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            11. Cranmer at the stake, from John Foxe’s
                    Rerum in ecclesia gestarum (1559).

					

            
                [image: Penguin logo]
            

            12. Henry VIII and his bishops (Cranmer, bearded,
                is centre left), from Christopher Lever’s History of the Defendors of the
                    Catholique Faith (1627) (see Ch. 19).
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            13. Edward VI receiving communion paired with the
                Oxford Martyrs (unhistorically grouped together, and unhistorically observed by
                Queen Mary), on the title page of Burnet’s History of the Reformation
                (see Ch. 19).
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            14. Notices of Henry VIII’s reign in Robert
                Ware’s hand, with a marginal note for Bishop Jones to contact Gilbert Burnet
                (see Ch. 21).
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