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The historiography of the first Jesuit mission to England has not, in truth, moved so far

from the locked horns of Thomas Alfield and George Ellyot. In the summer of 1580, the Jesuits

Edmund Campion and Robert Parsons® (15461 610) arrived in England, inaugurating the first of

many missions by

the Society of Jesus (the Jesuits)° to England. Catholic historians, together

with their modern, less hagiographic allies, have held to Fr, Alfield’s basic premise: the Jesuits

came to England for the sake of the Catholic faith, and Campion died a martyr’s death.

Champions of the English state and its national (and Protestant) church and their more

historically minded modern allies have found cause to defend Mr. Ellyot’s position, contending

that the Jesuits came to England with political confrontation in mind. At best this confrontation

' Thomas Alfield, A4 True Report of the death & martyrdome of M. Campion lesuite and preiste & M. Sherwin & M.
Bryan preistes, at Tiborne the first of December 158] ,Sig. Adr.

; George Ellyot, A very true report of the apprehension and taking of that arche Papist Edmond Campion, sig. A3 r.
3 -

Ibid. . ‘ '
4 As with so many other early modern English names, the spelling of Parsons’s name was not consistent.
Consequently, some of secondary sources used in this paper spell it “Parsons” and others Persons.
the former usage. o _
5 The membersb of the Society of Jesus are more commonly called “Jesuits” and the two names for the order, .
following the modern custom of historians and members of the order alike, are psed here interchangeably. It is,
howeveraworth noting that no Jesuit discussed in this paper either referred to himse!f as such or cared for the name,

and that, indeed, “Jesuit” only appears in the primary material for this paper when used by people hostile to the
order.
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was intended to be a political one over religious matters; at worst, it was a political conspiracy
intent upon seeing Elizabeth off her throne. Many historians, of course, have tread on the middle
ground between these two positions, and the current trend in the historiography has, indeed, been
to acknowledge both the spiritual and political motivations of the Jesuits. In doing this, a basic
principle has tended to govern all subsequent theories, no matter how different their ultimate
conclusions: the Jesuits may well have had spiritual motivations, but there was something else
going on as well, something decidedly more sinister.

This paper challenges that assumption. For while there may have been an International
Catholic Conspiracy to overthrow Queen Elizabeth and place a Catholic on the throne, the first
Jesuit missionaries had no part in it. Rather, the first Jesuit mission was a pastoral mission,
conceived with spiritual motivations, although it had a direct political effect. As such, Campion
and Parsons were, indeed, the ringleaders in something of a Catholic “conspiracy,” but it was a
conspiracy to reconvert the entire realm to Catholicism. This was the intention of the mission
from its foundation by the pope and the superior of the Jesuit order, and Campion and Parsons
faithfully followed the orders they received. That the mission did not succeed in accomplishing
these ambitious goals is, for the purposes of this paper, irrelevant except for what the result of
the mission actually was, that is, the entrenchment of the English Catholic position.

The narrowness of my focus in this paper should not be overlooked. This is not a paper
on the enormous topic of Catholicism in Elizabethan England, nor on the Jesuit role in
Elizabethan Catholicism as a whole. I am concemed only with the first Jesuit mission, which
means that all discussion in this paper swirls around events that took place from 1579 to 1581.
Further, this analysis will not delve very deeply into the biography of any of the principal actors,

nor much into documents written by these men after the years in question. This is a study of an
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undertaking launched in relative secrecy that came to have very public repereussions, The
motivations of all involved parties arc certainly important, but these motivations will not be
looked for in psychoanalysis or cultural study. Rather my concern is with the sclf-representation
of the historical actors in a series of critical documents, some private, but most public. For the
character, moral or otherwise, of any figure studied here is not important in and of itsell, but is
significant only insofar as it aids us in understanding both what impact these men intended their
actions to have and what impact this intention, and the circumstances, actually produced.

The first section of this paper will establish first what “the Catholic problem” in
Elizabethan England consisted of, and, secondly the sort of conspiracy the Jesuits, after they had
come and gone, were accused of having undertaken. The second section will examine the
foundations of the mission and lay out what the purpose of the mission was as conceived by its
initiators. The third section will continue this narrative with an analysis of how the missionaries
themselves did or did not carry out this mission. Then the fourth and final section will explore
the practical impact of the first Jesuit mission on Catholics in England and English society as a
whole.

1. Ambiguous Limits

In reference to recent Jesuit activity in England, Queen Elizabeth’s secretary of state,
William Cecil, Lord Burghley (1520-1598) noted in 1583 that “in all ages and in all countries . . .
all offenders for the most part” have tended “to make defense of their lewd and unlawful facts by

untruths” so that they might “continue, uphold, and prosecute their wicked attempts to the full

satisfaction of their disordered and malicious appetites.”6 Such was the love that Burghley bore

for the Catholic missionary priests who, in his view, thought “themselves fully discharged of

§ In The Execution of Justice in England and A True, Sincere, and Modest Defense of English Catholics, ed. Robert

M. Kingdon, 3.
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their allegiance and obedience to their lawful prince.”7 There was no doubt in Burghley’s mind
that the Jesuits were traitors and as such, he had no patience with them or their arguments. Yet
William Cardinal Allen (1532-1594), the rector of the Catholic seminary on the continent
specifically created to train Catholic priests to work as missionaries in England,® had no more
tolerance for the English government’s construal of Jesuit missionary activity as treasonous than
Burghley did for the Jesuit presence in the realm. By Allen’s account, the accusations leveled at
Jesuits by the crown were “full of wild and waste words artificially couched to abuse the

ignorant.” Each author, in his own colorful way, left no doubt as to the level of contempt he

held for the other.

Such an obvious point, though, raises the significant question of why Burghley and Allen
were thus arguing over the matter. Lord Burghley’s comments about the treason of the Jesuits
comes amidst his The Execution of Justice in England, a tract he wrote entirely on the topic of
Catholics and Catholic missionaries, defending the position of the crown that any Catholic who
was executed was guilty of treason and not executed on account of any matter of religion.

William Allen’s comment comes from his 4 True, Sincere, and Modest Defense of English
Catholics, written to refute the claims made by Burghley in The Execution of Justice. In it, Allen
went to great lengths to prove that the executed Catholic missionaries died for their religion and,
further, that all of the charges brought against these men were without legal merit.

The reality was that no matter how impregnable Allen and Burghley sought to make their

own positions, there were distinct and glaring problems with the logic of both, and there is no

7 2

Ibid., 8.
% However, the seminary did not train Jesuits. The seminary at Douai trained the secular clergy of England, that is,
those priests who did not live according to the rule of a Catholic religious order like the Jesuits. Allen however, as

will later be discussed at greater length, was a supporter of the Jesuit presence in England.
? In The Execution of Justice in England and A True, Sincere, and Modest Defense of English Catholics, ed. Robert

M. Kingdon, 84.
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after Edmund Campion had

doubt that they knew it. Although the Burghley-Allen debate came
chensive

already been executed and Robert Parsons had fled England, such a public and compr
debate on the issue of the religious and political ramifications of Catholic missionary activity 1
England serves as a fitting introduction to the maze of ambiguities surrounding the Jesuit mission

of 1580. What the Burghley-Allen debate makes so obvious is not merely the ambiguity of the
matters at stake regarding Catholic religious and political loyalty, but more specifically the
extent to which the English government and Catholic Church could not keep separate the
political and the religious; the two were inextricably intertwined. Indeed, the Burghley-Allen
debate does not so much make clear the position of English Catholics after the first Jesuit
missionaries had come and gone, as it demonstrates the ambiguity implicit in the Catholic
mission of the 1570s and 1580s and in the political and religious position of the country in which
such an unprecedented mission took place.

The fundamental charge that faced Burghley and Allen was treason. While Burghley
spent much of his tract attempting to divorce religion from his accusations of the Catholic
missionaries and Allen spent just as much time asserting the primary importance of religion to
the actions of the missionaries in England, both men were obsessed with the question of whether
or not these Catholics were traitors. For the very same men exemplified by Allen’s “happy priest,
martyred for that he acknowledged himself to have reconciled certain persons to the Catholic
Church” were Burghley’s “seditious seedmen and sowers of rebellion.”'® While Burghley did not
believe that Allen’s “happy priest” was merely dealing in spiritual matters, the fact was that
simply being a Catholic priest in England naturally attracted charges of treason. Whether or not

the charges had any merit, it is first necessary to understand the position of the Catholic Church

in Elizabethan England at which this hints.

° Ibid., 64, 7.
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In 1534, the Reformation Parliament had affirmed that Henry VI “justly and rightly is
and oweth 1o be the supreme head of the Church of England.““ Further, after the restoration of
Catholicism under the reign of her older sister, in 1559 Elizabeth and her first parliament had
reasserted the unity of religious and political power in the person of the monarch, by stating that
Elizabeth was “the only supreme governor of this realm . . . as well in all spiritual or
ecclesiastical things or causes as temporal.”'? The slight, though significant, difference in the
religious titles of the two Tudor monarchs aside, these statutes created a very muddied situation
for the remaining Catholics in England. Elizabethan Catholics had, by being English and
Catholic, entered into new territory, where their political and religious affiliations were no longer
clear cut. For there was a great deal of ambiguity in the minds of Catholics, and even in the
pronouncements from Rome and London, about whether or not Catholics could now be faithful
in both their religious and political lives. The historian Christopher Haigh has said of the pre-
Reformation Church in England that “papal authority was neither loved nor hated; it was not
important enough for such strong emotions.”'? Haigh here makes a significant point: to be a
Catholic in England when the entire realm was Catholic did not necessarily require any
particularly strong devotion to the papacy. Yet for those who remained Catholic after Henry’s
break with Rome, the question of their allegiance to the pope suddenly was of paramount
importance. For what Henry and Elizabeth proclaimed in their respective Acts of Supremacy was
not something novel; the notion that the monarchy rested upon, and was invested with, both
political and spiritual authority was as true before the break with Rome as it was after it. Thus,
for those Englishmen who assented to the religious changes Henry enacted, nothing had changed

in their relationship with the crown. It was English Catholics who were the problem.

""In The Tudor Constitution: Documents and Commentary, ed. G. R. Elton, 364,
2 Ibid., 375.
3 English Reformations: Religion, Politics, and Society Under the Tudors, 8.
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Thstoran Tuey Wooding has asserted boldly thit *1t was possible to remann loy al to the
Cathobe tuth and 1o Henry VT at one and the same time."" Such is o reasonable enough
assertion W muake from the sate distance of centuries and it seems one that might as readily apply
W a Cathohe's allegiance o Llizabeth as to Henry, but neither the Catholic Church nor the
govemment of England quite saw the matter in that light. In 1571, Pope Pius V (1566-1572)
issued the papal bull Regnans in Excelsis declaring that Elizabeth had “incurred the sentence of
excommunication and [was] cut off from the unity of the body of Christ.”"* This
excommunication carried with it a claim that Elizabeth was “deprived of her pretended title to
the . .. crown” and also contained a stern command to all Catholics that they “do not dare obey
her orders, mandates, and laws.”'® We will examine later the state of this bull by the time of
Pius's successor, Gregory XIII, and the arrival of the Jesuit missionaries, but for the time being it
is enough to recognize from such a bold challenge to Elizabeth’s authority that the Catholic
Church, in the person of the pope at least, did not consider someone’s self-description as
Catholic to be enough: being Catholic meant having a set of obligations that touched on much
more than prayers and communion.

The English government similarly politicized the religious position of Catholics in
England. It is first of all important to reiterate that the Acts of Supremacy put Catholics in a
bewildering position, for if the king or queen of England had “full power and authority . . . [to]
correct, restrain and amend . . . errors, heresies, abuses, offences, contempts and enormities,”’’

then how could a Catholic disregard this authority in favor of the pope’s claims to these powers

and still be loyal to the king? Yet, in 1571, after the pope had issued Regnans in Excelsis,

' Rethinking Catholicism in Reformation England, 5, 7.

1S 11y The Tudor Constitution: Documents and Commentary, ed. G. R. Elton, 427.
% Ibid.

7 Ibid., 365.
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parliament and the crown retorted with An Aer against the bringing in and putting in execution of
bulls and other instruments from the see of Rome, which saw to the “abolishing of the usurped
power and jurisdiction of the bishop of Rome” and further stated that “no person or persons shall
hold or stand with to set forth, maintain, defend or extol the same usurped power.”'® It thus
seems to follow logically that with Rome demanding that Catholics disobey their “pretended
queen™ and the crown stating that the English people must not obey Rome, that by 1571, at least,
no ambiguity could have possibly remained: by the words of the pope and by acts of parliament,
Catholics were traitors by virtue of their being Catholic.

The matter was, however, far from that simple; the very existence of the Burghley-Allen
debate testifies to it. For Burghley and Allen were not arguing over whether Catholics by their
nature were traitors; both men, indeed, actively worked to dismiss this notiorn. Burghley, in
reference to Catholics who had fled England, explained that “these notable traitors and rebels
have falsely informed . . . the Bishop of Rome . . . that the cause of their fleeing from their
countries was for the religion of Rome and for the maintenance of the said Pope’s authority.”!?
Strange as it may seem, Burghley here flatly denied that the rebelliousness of English Catholic
exiles had anything at all to do with the maintenance of the pope’s authority. Considering that it
was a crime to “defend or extol the . . . usurped power” of the pope, this position seems to make
little sense. And yet it is this contradiction that gets to the very heart of the matter over which
Burghley and Allen contended.

It was not enough, from a polemical perspective, for Burghley simply to say that the laws
of England had changed forty-nine years before with Henry’s Act of Supremacy, much less

twenty-four or twelve years previous under the government of Elizabeth; such a position

i L

" In The Execution of Justice in England and A True, Sincere, and Modest Defense of English Catholics, ed. Robert
M. Kingdon, 4. T
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snucked of novelty, and in (he carly moder world, the coneept ol novelty was assuredly

1 v 3 i Pt S , E 2 ' . e ‘ . rvses
stouped among the most pernicious of coneepts.™ From g legal or religious perspective,
Sreuments that were nove could be dismissed witly litde fantare. 1t is important, thus, to return to

Henry's headship of the Church in England. For the Reformation Parliament never itselfl claimed

o be making Henry the head of the Church in England, but rather stated that Henry already way
the head of the Church. Elizabeth’s parliament similarly asserted that thejr act was about

. : ‘o . . T : . T e 2 .
restoring and uniting to the imperial crown of this realm [its] ancient jurisdictions,” ' I( js an

Important distinction, for it reveals that neither the parliamens nor the monarchs of England

considered themselves to have enough authority to change such q fi undamental picece of the

English constitution, Because nothing nove/ could be good or legitimate, it was essential for both

Burghley and Allen to prove the antiquity of their cause. Thus Burghley was quick to point out

that the executed missionaries “have Justly suffered death, not by force or {rom any new laws

established,” but rather “by the ancient temporal laws of the realm, and namely the laws of

Parliament made in King Edward the Third’s time -+ when the Bishops of Rome and Popes

were suffered to have their authority ecclesiastical in this realm,»%2
It is noteworthy that here Burghley expressly denied that the crown persecuted the

missionaries according to the very acts of parliament that seemed (o {ijt the situation most

particularly. For in 1581, parliament issued a statute that proclaimed that anyone who “put into

practice . . . to withdraw any of the Queen Majesty’s subjects . ., from the religion now by her

Highness’ authority established within her Highness’ dominjons to the Romish religion . . . shall

® For a delightfully comprehensive explanation of the problems of novelty, particularly as it affected political
thought, see Quentin Skinner, The Foundations of Modern Political Thought. In particular, Skinner makes clear in
his introduction that in any political discussion “the terms of (he normative vocabulary available to any given agent
for the description of his political behavior” dictate that no “new” concept can be truly new because it must rely
upon an existing vocabulary to give it expression and validity (xiii).

2 In The Tudor Constitution: Documents and Commentary, ed. G, R, Elton, 372.
21n The Execution of Justice in LEngland and 4 True, Sincere, and Modest Defense of English C, atholics, ed. Robert

M. Kingdon, 8.
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be to all intents adjudged 10 be traitors."? Yet Burghley’s claim to have condemned the
thissionanies according to ancient laws anticipated the very criticism that Allen leveled when he
stated categorically that the missionaries were “‘condemned not by any old laws . . . as is
deceitfully pretended.” As far as Allen was concerned, not only had Elizabeth’s parliament
“abolished the Pope’s authority,” but the “statute of King Edward the Third upon which they
pretend to have indicted them” fell under the category of the “laws made by godly Popes and

princes for punishment of heretics and malefactors” that the English government had now

perverted for its own ends.?

The indictment or vindication of the executed Catholic missionaries thus depended upon
an interpretation of ancient laws. The problem for the English authorities was that they knew that
the deck was stacked against their position if they attempted to base their attacks on religious .
principles. Burghley, for all that he did not hesitate to use the descriptors “notable traitors and
rebels” or many other number of invectives for the Jesuits, significantly never called them
heretics. Simply put, the ancient temporal laws of England were uncompromising in regard to
anyone who would willfully draw subjects away from their rightful allegiance to the monarch;
such individuals were guilty of treason. Ancient ecclesiastical laws, on the other hand, had been
created by the Catholic Church; thus the Catholic Church had the ancient authority on the issue
of heresy. The Jesuits may indeed have been heretics from the perspective of the Church of
England, yet that was somewhat beside the point. For while no one could doubt the authority of

the English government to define and prosecute treason, heresy from the Church of England was,

quite simply, too novel a concept to have much polemical weight.

2 In The Tudor Constitution: Documents and Commentary, ed. G. R. Elton, 432.
™ In The Execution of Justice in England and A True, Sincere, and Modest Defense of English Catholics, ed. Robert

M. Kingdon, 61.
% Ibid., 67 [Emphasis mine].
* Ibid., 83, 77.













































































































































































































































