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Introduction

Freedom	Of	Worship	In	England:	
The	Significance	Of	The	Great	Ejection	On	24Th	August	1662

The focus of this talk is on an event that happened 350 years ago. The 350th 
Anniversary was in August 2012.  Now young people may be thinking, what is 
the relevance of something that happened so long ago? It may be thought that 
there are much more recent things that are more relevant to us.

I would argue that it is very relevant for two reasons:

To understand the development of the nature of freedom of worship in 
England, this event is key.  That might seem strange in a way because this, on 
the surface, was an event which actually clamped down on freedom of worship 
and led to a lot of persecution.  If we look in the long term, which we are 
hoping to do this afternoon, I hope that you will see that this did have a real 
significance in explaining why the history of freedom of worship in England has 
been very different from that in many other countries.  It is absolutely crucial 
to consider this event in the context of seventeenth century history in England, 
to understand all subsequent English history and in particular why England has 
been favoured over a long period with a great deal more religious freedom 
than most other countries in the world.

I would also argue that it is very significant because it is very relevant to us 
today.  We are going to be considering at least a thousand ministers, possibly 
more than that, who on that particular day 24th August 1662 lost their 
livings:  it was not only their ministry, but also their homes, their income and 
everything else that went with that.  It was because of an issue of conscience 
that they felt they couldn’t continue as ministers of the Church of England.  At 
that time it was illegal to be a minister outside of the Church of England so 
in theory that meant that their ministry came to an end, although in practice 
that was not the case.  Some of these ministers are very well known; they 
wrote books which are still much read today, these include Thomas Watson, 
Edmund Calamy, Richard Baxter, Thomas Manton, John Flavel and Philip Henry. 
Philip Henry’s son is perhaps better known than he is.  I am sure many of you 
have come across Matthew Henry’s Commentary on the Bible.  All of these 
were highly respected ministers, had congregations often of hundreds, and on 
that particular day they were removed from their positions in the Church of 
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England because they couldn’t agree to certain conditions which were being 
placed on them, which we will look at.

That may seem very different from today.  At the moment thankfully in England 
our freedom of worship is not under any immediate threat.  But there are other 
threats to religious profession and in some ways I would argue that they have 
got very significant parallels with what happened in 1662, and the way that 
these people responded to their situation has important lessons for us.

Freedom of worship may not be under threat, but freedom of religious practice, 
in many ways may be. Britain along with many other western countries in the 
late twentieth century and certainly increasingly in the twenty-first century are 
experiencing a period when our laws are being based very much on secular 
rather than on religious principles.  That means that that whilst religious people 
are free to worship as they like, it is expected that their religion should not 
interfere with their public life.  Increasing numbers of young people and people 

Thomas Watson
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throughout their working lives are facing situations where, for example, they 
are required to work on a Sunday in works which we would not classify as works 
of necessity and mercy.  Increasing numbers of people in their professional 
lives are being affected by things like the civil partnership legislation and the 
proposed legislation to change marriage.  Already there have been quite well 
publicised cases of a social worker and a registrar who had issues of conscience 
because the laws that they were expected to work with were in conflict with 
their own principles and they have faced losing their jobs.

 
Thomas Watson 
 

 
Richard Baxter 
 Richard Baxter
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I propose to look briefly at the following four questions: 

1. What was the Great Ejection?
2. What did it mean to those directly involved?
3. How does it relate to the history of relations between church and state 

in England?
4. What were its effects, both short-term and long-term?

Thomas Manton 
 
 Thomas Manton
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1. What	was	the	Great	Ejection?

We don’t have the exact numbers of people who were ejected; modern 
historians think it is at least about a thousand but possibly more.  Probably 700 
ministers had already being ejected from the Church of England since Charles 
II had been restored two years earlier in 1660.  Contemporaries estimated that 
there were over two thousand who were ejected.  It was not just ministers:  
many school teachers and university lecturers also lost their positions and it 
was the beginning of a period of nearly 30 years of quite a lot of persecution 
of people who would not conform to the Church of England as it then stood.  
This is the period when John Bunyan was in Bedford and, as I am sure you 
are aware, spent a number of years in Bedford jail when he wrote Pilgrim’s 
Progress amongst other things.  John Bunyan was not affected directly by the 
Great Ejection because he was not a Church of England minister but he was 
certainly affected by this period of persecution.

The Act of Uniformity, 1662

So how did it come about?  It came about as a result of an Act of Parliament that 
was passed in 1662 that imposed certain conditions.  A new Prayer Book was 
published in 1662 and the Act imposed the use of this Prayer Book demanding 
that all ministers and teachers should accept it without question.  It had not 
been the case previously that you had got to agree to accept every detail of 
the Prayer Book if you were going to continue as a minister.  It also required 
that any minister in the Church of England who had not been ordained by a 
bishop had now got to be ordained by a bishop or they would not be allowed 
to continue.  Now there had been a period about 16 years prior to this when 
the Church of England had had no bishops.  That might surprise you as we are 
used to a Church of England with bishops but that is explained by the recent 
history of the time which we are going to look at later.  It also required that 
all teachers, university lecturers, and people holding public office should take 
communion in the Church of England and anyone who was not prepared to 
take communion in the Church of England could no longer continue in those 
roles.  The clergy had until the 24th August 1662 to conform or on that day they 
would be ejected; they would not be allowed to continue their ministry.

This date, 24th August 1662, was significant as it was St. Bartholomew’s Day 
which was a very important day to Protestants:  those of you who have studied 
sixteenth century history may be aware that in France on the 24th August 
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1572 there had been a terrible massacre of a large number, thousands and 
thousands of Protestants.  It was also significant for another reason:  clergy of 
the Church of England received their wages from tithes, which were like a 10% 
tax that at that time everybody had to pay.  Tithes were only paid once every 
half year and 24th August was the date for their payment, so by fixing on this 
date for their ejection it meant that they lost six months’ salary, although in 
practice there are quite a lot of accounts of sympathetic parishioners actually 
paying their tithes early so that the ministers did not lose them completely.

2. What	 did	 the	 Great	 Ejection	 mean	 to	 those	 directly	
involved?

What	did	the	ministers	involved	see	as	the	significance	of	this	event?

So why did the clergy feel that they could not conform on these issues?  We 
have got some very interesting evidence to explain their view as to why they 
could not conform, in the form of the sermons which many of them preached 
the Sunday before 24th August 1662 and sometimes a series of sermons leading 
up to that date.  Seventy-seven of them survive, preached by 50 ministers.  
David Appleby of the University of Nottingham, an academic secular historian, 
has written a very interesting analysis of the 77 sermons that were preached 
by these ministers, first published in 2007, and I am just going to pick out a few 
things from his observations, that enable us to get some insight into why they 
found that they could not continue.

A lot of them mentioned the requirement that they should be ordained by a 
bishop in their sermons and they didn’t feel that they could submit to that.  
They felt if they did, it implied that for the previous 12 or 14 years, or however 
long they had been a minister, they hadn’t been a proper minister, their ministry 
wasn’t spiritually valid.  They were also concerned about the way the Church 
of England was going.  There is no specific reference in any of their sermons 
to the new prayer book.  It was the introduction of the new prayer book that 
brought this to a head but it had only been published weeks before this event 
and none of them actually referred to it.  It is probable that none of them yet 
had a copy so they hadn’t actually read it.  But what does come across strongly 
in their sermons is that they were concerned that worship in the Church of 
England was going to be ritualistic; that rather than an emphasis on faith, on 
real worship, there was going to be an emphasis on ceremony.  They were 
concerned about the form being put before the reality of religion.  Thomas 
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Brooks, for example, spoke about “the vain, sinful and superstitious ways, that 
men of a formal, carnal, lukewarm spirit walk in”.  Several condemned human 
innovation.  They were concerned that there would be things in the prayer 
book without sufficient authority in the Bible, so that was why they felt that 
they couldn’t conform.

In one way they thought about the significance of this event quite differently 
from how many subsequent historians looking back have seen it.  They had no 
wish to separate from the Church of England.  Many of them specifically told 
their congregations that they didn’t want them to leave.  Even though they 
would not be the minister, they wanted people to carry on attending.  In some 
cases we have actually got records of their prayers in their final services and 
quite a number of them actually prayed for their successors, for the people who 
were going to take over from them.  They were still hopeful that the Church 
of England would reform and they wanted the godly in their congregation to 
stay within the Church because they wanted their influence within the Church 
of England.  Now the way things turned out in the long-term may be rather 
different from what they expected.

Quite a few of them talked about the “civil deaths” of so many ministers:  
obviously the ministers were not literally killed, but one of them, John Whitlock, 
pointed out that “had so many hundreds of ministers died a natural death in 
one day, you should have looked upon it as a great judgement and sure it is 
no less when so many died a civil death”.  By that he meant them not being 
able to continue as ministers.  Many of them talked about their concerns of 
the wickedness of the times and about coming judgements.  Daniel Bull, for 
example, said that in proposing to behead so many faithful ministers in one 
day, England had committed high treason against God.  John Barrett wondered 
whether the removal of so many ministers was in itself a judgement of God 
for the sins and shortcomings of both preachers and their congregations and 
warned his congregation that they should show proper repentance.  They fully 
expected that they would suffer, that there would be persecution.  There are 
lots of references in their sermons to Paul and Silas and their imprisonment at 
Philippi and they were drawing parallels with their sufferings and what could 
now be expected in England.
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Reactions	to	the	Great	Ejection

Obviously this was a huge event as about one fifth of all Church of England 
churches across the country lost their ministers in one day.  It came at an end 
of a very turbulent period, which we will look at briefly later, and there were 
widespread expectations by the authorities that there would be outbreaks of 
trouble.  That didn’t happen; many of the ministers in their sermons specifically 
gave directions to their congregations not to cause any trouble, to show 
restraint.  Many of them gave guidance to members of their congregations on 
how to suffer patiently and peaceably, to follow the example of the Apostle 
Paul, for example, and not to try to resist.  There were quite a lot of families, 
important, influential, wealthy families in the country who had considerable 
sympathy with the ministers and quite a lot of them provided financial and 
other support for these ministers and their families.  There wasn’t open 
disturbance; ministers preached and then went quietly but continued to have 
a considerable influence.

Very soon afterwards many of their sermons were published.  Sometimes this 
was without the approval of the ministers themselves and we don’t know a 
huge amount about who was responsible for publishing these sermons because 
it was illegal.  It was illegal at the time to publish anything that in anyway went 
against the Church of England and everything that was published was supposed 
to be approved by a member of the government, which these sermons clearly 
weren’t.  There was a huge demand for them:  by 1663, the Surveyor of the 
Press, who was responsible for trying to make sure that nothing was published 
that shouldn’t be, estimated that there were 30,000 copies in circulation.  The 
fact there were so many, of course, helps to explain why quite a number of 
them have actually survived until today but it suggests that there was very 
considerable interest in the country in these sermons.  Obviously the people 
involved in the printing of these sermons and then in the circulation of them 
were all taking big risks.  They could have been imprisoned; they could have 
even been executed for doing this.  It shows a huge support for, and interest in, 
what was going on.

The Clarendon Code

The Act of Uniformity which led to the Great Ejection was part of what is known 
as the Clarendon Code.  The term ‘Clarendon Code’ is somewhat misleading.  
Clarendon was Charles II’s chief minister but he was not actually the person 
who was chiefly behind these various pieces of legislation.  He was advocating 
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Front	page	of	one	of		the	published	books	of	Farewell Sermons. 
It	was	estimated	that	there	were	30,000	copies	in	circulation.
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a more lenient approach but his name has been attached to these various laws.  
In 1661, already a year before, an Act had been passed that you had to meet 
certain conditions or you couldn’t continue to be a mayor or a councillor or 
hold any other position in a town.  Two years afterwards, the First Conventicles 
Act said that no services outside the Church of England were to be allowed, 
so ministers who had been ejected could face punishment if they preached 
elsewhere.  Perhaps the most far reaching of all, the Five-Mile Act, actually 
banned these ministers, teachers and the university lecturers, everybody that 
had been affected by the Act of Uniformity, from coming within five miles of 
any town, anywhere where there was a substantial population, or within five 
miles of the parish where they used to be a minister.  One of them, Oliver 
Heywood, however said that this in fact led to the gospel being spread more 
widely, because the fact they could not stay where they were led many of them 
to travel round to different places and perhaps they had more contact with 
a wider range of people than they would have done had that Act not been 
passed.

 
 

A	service	in	a	nonconformist	meeting	house.	
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3. Protestantism	and	the	State:	1547-1662

Edward	VI

The first Protestant Church in England was established in the reign of Edward 
VI.  There had, of course, been some religious change in the reign of his father, 
Henry VIII, but he had not established protestant worship.  Henry VIII had 
broken from Rome; he made a few other religious changes and the Bible had 
become available in English in his reign, but he hadn’t actually changed the 
form of worship in the churches.  The form of worship in all the parish churches 
was still Catholic:  services were in Latin; the mass was said and people were 
taught that purgatory existed.  The first protestant church was set up in the 
reign of Edward VI who came to the throne as a young child of nine years old, 

 
 

Edward	VI
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but with protestant councillors, who very quickly began to set up a protestant 
church.  They introduced the first form of protestant worship in 1549, the first 
prayer book.  That prayer book still had quite a lot of ceremony in it; it wasn’t 
what many protestants regarded as a pure form of protestant worship, but just 
three years later a second prayer book had been introduced in 1552 which was 
very definitely protestant although still not entirely to the satisfaction to all 
protestants.  This went along with 42 Articles of Faith which again were entirely 
protestant.

Edward’s reign was a time of very little religious persecution:  there were two 
people executed in his reign but both of those people had views that were 
regarded as completely heretical both by Protestants and by Catholics.  No 
Catholics were executed for their religion in Edward’s reign.  He only lived for 
six years and died of tuberculosis at the age of 15 and then was succeeded 
by his sister Mary, who reversed all of his changes.  For the next five years a 
Catholic form of worship was re-imposed with Latin services.  The Pope was 
restored as Head of the Church and the mass was restored.  There was severe 
persecution of Protestants:  nearly 300 were burnt at the stake and hundreds 
more fled abroad to avoid persecution.

Elizabeth	I

Then we come on to Elizabeth I, whose reign in some ways does show similar 
issues to the issues in Charles II’s reign, that we briefly looked at in connection 
with the Great Ejection.  Elizabeth introduced a prayer book at the beginning 
of her reign that included quite a lot more ceremony than in the second prayer 
book of Edward VI, but many people at the time expected that there would 
be further reform.  In Edward’s reign the first prayer book had contained 
quite a lot of ceremony and then it had been removed.  Elizabeth came to 
the throne after five years of Catholicism being promoted and it is thought by 
historians now that probably the majority of the population were still Catholic 
at this junction.  Protestants did not like the ceremony in the Prayer Book of 
1559 but a lot of them were hopeful that within a few years there would be 
further reform, just as there had been in Edward’s reign.  However that reform 
never really happened.  Attempts were made to persuade Elizabeth by her 
parliament, by the council and by ministers.  Pamphlets were written but she 
consistently refused to make any changes.  She was happy with a protestant 
form of worship but with some ceremony and any attempt to change things 
would not be successful.
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A lot of the new clergy that were appointed at the beginning of her reign were 
very definite Protestants.  Many new bishops were very definite Protestants.  
They had been abroad in Mary’s reign to places like Geneva, Frankfurt and 
Strasburg, the centres of the Reformation in Europe and had been influenced 
very much by the churches which they saw there, and were keen to come back 
to set up a similar church in England.  A lot of the parish clergy at the beginning 
of her reign, of course, weren’t Protestant really; they were the same clergy 
as had been there in Mary’s reign who were allowed to retain their positions 
but simply had to follow this new prayer book.  However, over time they were 
replaced.

There were a number of issues that had caused trouble in Elizabeth’s reign.  
In the late 1560’s she instructed her Archbishop of Canterbury, Archbishop 
Parker, to ensure that all clergy were wearing the correct clerical dress which 
included a surplice which is the white garment that Anglican clergy wear.  
Quite a lot of Protestants, such as those that had been abroad, were unhappy 
with that.  They would prefer not to wear a special garment but just to wear 
a plain black robe.  About thirty were suspended in the late 1560’s because 
they wouldn’t conform over wearing the correct garments.  Then in 1583 when 
Whitgift was appointed Archbishop, he had quite a campaign to try and make 
sure that the ministers in the Church were following the prayer book without 
qualification, and many Protestant ministers found that difficult.  There were a 
lot of Protestant ministers who felt the prayer book wasn’t so wrong that they 
couldn’t be part of the Church of England, but there were things in it that they 
were not happy with, and they would leave them out in their own services.  
Whitgift had a campaign which had many parallels with The Great Ejection, 
trying to ensure that clergy followed the prayer book absolutely, and if they 
weren’t prepared to accept that then they were removed.  In the mid 1580’s 
about 200 were removed but the key difference between then and 1662 was 
that Elizabeth had what we might call Puritans on her council, although she 
wasn’t really sympathetic to these people herself.

The word ‘Puritan’ is somewhat problematic because it began to be used in 
the 1560’s to describe people who had concerns about aspects of the Church 
of England, but it was used originally as a term of abuse.  It was used by people 
who were not sympathetic to them, to put across a view that they were being 
too particular, too precise about things that their opponents thought were not 
really important.  So there are some modern historians that think we shouldn’t 
use the word ‘Puritan’ because it has a negative connotation.  However it is 
hard to find another word with the same meaning and has now, of course, 
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become so widely used with different connotations that I am going to continue 
to use it.  So by ‘Puritan’ I am meaning Protestants who did not feel that they 
could conform entirely to every detail in the prayer book.  A number of those 
were removed from being clergy but because in Elizabeth’s council there were 
a number of people that were sympathetic to them, Whitgift after a couple 
of years had to stop his campaign, and ministers continued to function in the 
Church of England without following every detail in the prayer book.

To summarise the key issues in Elizabeth’s reign, ceremony in the prayer book 
was one key issue.  The ceremonies that caused most trouble, most debate 
or most opposition were things like the requirement in the prayer book that 
everybody should kneel when they received the bread and wine at communion.  
Protestants were worried that that implied the belief that Catholics have, that 
Christ is physically present in the bread and wine and therefore they strongly 
opposed it.  They were also strongly against things like making the sign of a cross 
over the child’s head when a minister baptised an infant.  Another ceremony 
that caused controversy then was the use of a ring in marriage; Puritans were 
against the use of the ring in marriage.

Another big and probably more important concern was that Puritans felt that 
Elizabeth was not doing anything like enough to promote protestant preaching.  
There were very strict qualifications on who was allowed to preach.  You had 
to have an MA degree and many of the clergy didn’t have an MA degree so all 
they were allowed to do was read out homilies, they weren’t allow to preach 
and that was a big concern to protestants who were very concerned that there 
should be preaching in all the churches in the country.

James	VI	/	I

Then James VI of Scotland became James I of England on Elizabeth’s death 
as she and all the other children of Henry VIII had died without their own 
heirs.  One key decision that he made was remembered last year.  Right at 
the beginning of the reign, he was presented with a petition said to represent 
the views of a thousand ministers of the Church of England; that is why it is 
called the ‘Millenary Petition’.  They wanted those issues they were concerned 
about discussed, and that led to a conference being held at Hampton Court 
in 1604 where a variety of issues were discussed.  Most of the discussions 
didn’t actually lead to anything, but one very important one did lead to the 
production of the King James version of the Bible.  Committees were set up 
to produce a standard version of the Bible in English and that led to the 1611 
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version which was remembered a lot last year.  On other issues Puritans didn’t 
get all that they were hoping for from James.  It continued to be the case 
that some puritan clergy were deprived because they wouldn’t completely 
subscribe to the prayer book but Archbishop Abbott, appointed Archbishop 
of Canterbury in 1611, was actually very sympathetic to Puritans and in the 
latter part of James’s reign, there was really very little persecution and quite a 
broad church.  There were many clergy of different persuasions who were all 
allowed to continue in the Church of England.  Things still, of course, were not 
entirely satisfactory for Protestants, seen by the fact that people who felt they 
still weren’t able to worship according to their consciences in England set sail 
to America in the Mayflower.

 
 
James 1 
 

 
 
Cromwell. 

James	VI	of	Scotland	who	became	James	I	of	England
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Charles	I

There was less trouble towards the end of James’s reign than there had been 
earlier but he was then replaced by Charles I and that led to various serious 
concerns amongst many Protestants, both Puritans and also more mainstream 
Protestants.  In the Church of England under Charles I one very narrow type of 
worship was increasingly imposed and that was Arminianism.  I imagine that 
many of you are aware that this involves the belief in human free will as opposed 
to the free grace of God in salvation, but it also involved an increasing emphasis 
on ceremony and decoration, which was perhaps more noticeable at the time.  
Many of the Churches had elaborate new decorations installed in them.  The 
communion table in Elizabeth’s and James’s reigns had been moved to the 
centre of the church in Church of England churches; it hadn’t been where you 
would always find it today at the far-east end.  A position in the centre is much 
more in accordance with protestant beliefs that the communion service is a 
remembrance service.  That was changed and it was moved back to the east end, 
called an altar and railed off, which to many people appeared to be going back 
to Catholicism.  There was increasing dissatisfaction amongst many Protestants 
and increasing dissatisfaction with bishops.  In Elizabeth’s reign bishops hadn’t 
been a major issue.  There were many godly bishops in Elizabeth’s reign.  There 
were small numbers of Puritans who had objected to bishops and wanted to 
change to a Presbyterian system of Church Government, where you wouldn’t 
have bishops but elected Presbyteries and Synods, but they were very few.  
In Charles’ reign because the bishops were pushing these policies that were 
very unpopular, increasingly people began to criticise bishops and suggested 
maybe that wasn’t the right form of church government.  Three men who did 
criticise bishops, Pyrnne, Burton and Bastwick, were all condemned to savage 
punishments, having their ears cut off.

The Civil Wars 

That then leads us to the twenty turbulent years leading up to the Great 
Ejection.  In many ways these were very sad years; England faced two civil 
wars in this period which caused an immense amount of suffering.  A greater 
percentage of the English population actually lost their lives in the Civil Wars 
of the seventeenth century, than in the World Wars in the twentieth century.  
This had a huge impact on England.  It also led to the execution of Charles I, 
although this was certainly not the intention of those who opposed Charles I 
at the beginning.  The execution of Charles I was an issue that divided Puritans.  
There were some Puritans, and eventually Oliver Cromwell was amongst them, 
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who felt that this was the right thing to do.  There were many Puritans, however, 
who felt that it was not right, that it went against scriptural injunction that 
kings are appointed by God and you should obey the powers that be.  Some 
were in favour for reasons that we have not got time to go into here, but that 
was not their original intention.  Oliver Cromwell had worked extremely hard 
to try to reach a settlement with Charles I, but in the end he felt that it was 
God’s will that Charles should be executed.  That led to a period of four years 
afterwards when England was ruled by a Parliament known as ‘the Rump’, and 
then the rule of Oliver Cromwell himself.  When he died, there was a period of 
instability and then the restoration of the crown.

Now despite all the instability in those twenty turbulent years, England had 
greater religious freedom than they had ever had, and than many other countries 
had until centuries later.  Parliament set up the Westminster Assembly which 
produced the Westminster Confession of Faith, still widely used today, and also 
a simpler form of protestant worship without all the ceremonies, the Directory 
of Worship, to replace the prayer book.  Bishops were abolished and that is 
why many of the ministers who were in the Church of England in 1662 had not 
been ordained by a bishop; if they had been ordained after 1646 there were no 
bishops.  For a time the Church of England became a Presbyterian Church so it 
was organised on the same sort of principles as the Church of Scotland, with 
elected presbyteries and synods.  That system was never thoroughly enforced 
but it was set up in parts of the country.

During the civil wars over two thousand ministers who had been clergy under 
Charles I were removed by committees set up by Parliament and that does need 
to be remembered when we are trying to explain why, after the Restoration of 
the King, they wanted to remove so many of the people who had replaced 
them in 1662.  This was carried out in a very different way from what happened 
in 1662:  it didn’t all happen on one Sunday and the consequences for these 
ministers certainly weren’t the same; they weren’t persecuted in the same 
way.  Those removed were ministers who had supported the Arminian changes 
and in many cases, their lives were not felt to be consistent with what should 
be expected of a minister.

Also until 1651 there was still the law that everybody should go to the Church 
of England, in practice because of the war, because of the instability, there was 
huge opportunity for people to set up independent congregations.  There had 
been a few illegal independent congregations before the Civil War but many 
Baptists, Independents and other congregations were actually set up in this 
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period.  There was probably more preaching, more real protestant preaching, 
in this period than there had ever been before.

Oliver	Cromwell

In 1653 Oliver Cromwell became Lord Protector and he was very unusual in his 
own period for believing in a very wide degree of religious toleration.  Many 
people of his time, many members of the ruling classes thought his beliefs were 
dangerous, because the common belief in all the periods we have looked at so 
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far was that in one country it was only safe to have one church that everybody 
should belong to.  Oliver Cromwell thought differently; he believed very strongly 
that people should worship according to their own conscience.  When he 
became Protector a very unusual sort of state of church was set up:  there was 
still a Church of England but to be a Church of England minister you only had to 
subscribe to the broad principles of the protestant faith.  You did not have to 
subscribe to a particular prayer book or particular form of church government 
so Presbyterians could be Church of England ministers.  Independents, people 
who believed that each church should rule itself, could be members of the 
Church of England.  Even a small number of Baptists, people who practised 
believers’ baptism as opposed to baptism of infants, could be ministers in the 
state church.  Thus there was a rather wide range of ministers appointed to the 
state church in this period which helps to understand how that there were so 
many ministers in 1662 who couldn’t subscribe to the prayer book.

Oliver Cromwell also allowed churches to exist outside the official church.  
There were some qualifications:  Catholic Churches were not allowed in 
public although Cromwell, in practice, allowed more toleration to Catholics 
to worship privately than they had had since the Reformation.  He thought 
that Catholics should be allowed to worship in their own homes but he didn’t 
think they should be allowed to worship publicly, because their beliefs were 
dangerous and he didn’t want them to spread.  Catholics were not persecuted 
under Cromwell and Baptists, Independents, Quakers and a whole range of 
other types of people could set up their own Churches outside the Church as 
long as they kept the peace; that was the only stipulation.

Cromwell died in 1658 and then there was a period of instability:  his son 
who temporarily took over wasn’t very effective and after nearly two years 
Charles II was restored.  He was the son of Charles I and he had been living 
since the Civil War with his mother on the continent, first in France and then 
in the Netherlands.  He came back in 1660 and that, of course, is crucial to 
understanding The Great Ejection of 1662.  However Charles himself is not 
mainly to blame.  He had, whilst in exile, issued a document, ‘The Declaration 
of Breda’, saying that if he were restored to the throne, he was committed to 
the protestant religion and he would allow “liberty to tender consciences”, so 
he had committed himself to a degree of religious toleration.  When he came 
back he did make some serious attempts to try to put that into practice.  He and 
his adviser Edward Hyde, who became Lord Clarendon, did have meetings with 
Presbyterians particularly to try and discuss how they could set up a Church 
of England that would incorporate them, but there was huge opposition from 
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the bishops who came back (the bishops who had been removed in 1646 now 
returned) and from many members of the ruling classes.  Oliver Cromwell’s 
toleration had been regarded as dangerous by many members of the ruling 
classes and they were determined to put a stop to it.  It was actually Parliament 
and the bishops who were largely responsible for the legislation that we looked 
at in the beginning.  Charles II had agreed to it but he wasn’t the person who 
took the initiative.  So that takes us back then to the Great Ejection and to look 
at its significance.

4. What	 were	 the	 effects	 of	 the	 Great	 Ejection,	 both	
short-term and	long-term?

Large numbers of the clergy obviously did lose their livings and we mentioned 
that some of them talked about ‘civil deaths’.  However in practice most of 
them did continue to preach.  Richard Baxter (a Presbyterian minister) who was 
one, estimated that 1,800 of them, which would be the vast majority, actually 
continued in some form as ministers of religion.  What did happen, which was 
not what the ministers themselves had initially hoped for or expected, was 
that large numbers of them became non-conformists, Protestants who did not 
conform to the Church of England, and in time they began to set up their own 
churches.  These were at the time illegal and they were liable to fines and 
imprisonment, but it depended very much on the local ruling classes as to how 
strenuously the laws were enforced.  In some parts of the country they were, 
of course, enforced very vigorously and other parts to a much less extent.

The Great Plague and Great Fire of London were two big events that happened 
very shortly afterwards, and were seen by some people as judgements for what 
had been going on in England.  The Great Plague of 1665 in some ways had 
some beneficial effects.  A large number of the new ministers that had been 
appointed in the Church of England, in London in particular, fled because they 
were worried about catching the plague, and many of the ejected ministers 
went back into their old pulpits and, during the plague, continued to preach.  
Then, of course, there was the Great Fire the following year.

In 1672 Charles did briefly allow a period of freedom of worship.  This was 
Charles’ own policy:  he issued a decree saying that Protestants could apply for 
licences to worship outside the Church of England.  His motive for doing that 
is not entirely clear; probably he wanted to favour Catholics, but many of the 
ejected ministers in 1672 did apply and for a while they could worship publicly 
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and legally.  Again it was Parliament that forced him to withdraw this concession 
the following year.  A similar thing happened under Charles’s brother, James II, 
in 1687.  James was an open Catholic.  Charles II had strong sympathies with 
Catholics and is said to have died a Catholic.  But James II was an open Catholic 
and wanted to suspend laws both against Catholics and dissenting Protestants.

This leads us to one of the key events if we are trying to understand the 
development of freedom of worship in England.  James II was overthrown 
in an initially peaceful revolution in 1688 and was replaced by his protestant 
daughter, Mary, and her husband, William of Orange, who was ruler of part 
of The Netherlands.  Part of the settlement when they were placed on the 
throne was that they had to agree to the Bill of Rights of 1689, which did give 
protestant dissenters the freedom to have their own meeting places.  They had 
to get them licensed by bishops but you could set up Baptist, Independent, 
Presbyterian or whatever type of meeting place you wished and worship freely 
according to your conscience, and that right has never subsequently been 
revoked or really been substantially threatened in England.  That is really quite 
remarkable, that for now well over 300 years we have had freedom of worship 
for Protestants of different types in England.

It didn’t, however, mean that dissenting Protestants were treated just like 
members of the Church of England.  They were still not allowed to teach, or to 
be a member of a university, and they were not allowed to be a mayor or MP 
or to hold any public office, and that didn’t change until the 19th century.  1828 
was the year when dissenting Protestants, non-conformists who didn’t go to 
the Church of England, obtained the right to hold all public offices, and finally 
in 1871 Oxford and Cambridge Universities opened their doors to dissenting 
Protestants.  It might seem then that by the end of the nineteenth century all 
the disadvantages of not belonging to the Church of England had been removed; 
there was complete freedom.  But to come back to where I started, what has 
now happened in the late twentieth into the early twenty-first century is that 
we have had an increasing number of laws passed which have raised issues of 
conscience for many Christians of a wide range of denominations, so we may 
have freedom of worship, but freedom of religion is still a very relevant and 
important issue for us in our society today.
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