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FAST DAY SERMONS 1

INTRODUCTION

On November 6, 1640, representatives met in London to begin
a new Parliament, the first, excluding the abortive Short
Parliament earlier that year, since 1629. Their first order of
business was to call for a day of fasting and prayer. Three days
later a fast day was set for the seventeenth of November.
Accompanying this day of fasting and prayer were to be two
sermons addressed to the members by preachers the Commons had
appointed the same day the fast was approved. Cornelius Burges
and Stephen Marshall both gave sermons on the seventeenth of
November and both would go on to become "pillars of the puritan
preaching to the Long Parliament," delivering many sermons to the
House in the following years of turmoil.'

From these first sermons in 1640 to the dissolution of the
Long Parliament in 1660, the Commons held fast days and heard
preachers encourage them to godly deeds. From February, 1642
until December, 1648, by order of the Commons, the last Wednesday
of every month was set aside as a special day of prayer and
preaching. While their representatives in London were to hear
God's word and seek his guidance, the rest of the nation was to
fast and pray also for God's wisdom for their leaders and
blessing upon their land.

The members of the Long Parliament met in 1640 virtually

' John F. Wilson, Pulpit in Parliament (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1969), 37.
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FAST DAY SERMONS .
unanimous in their belief that things had gone wrong in their
nation, politically and religiously, and that something had to be
done. By January, 1642 the king had left London and within
months civil war would break out over differing plans to correct
these wrongs. Hugh Trevor-Roper, former Regius Professor of
Modern History in Oxford University, argues that the Fast Sermons
were political propaganda for the more radical faction within the
Parliament, used to set forth its plans for the nation, announce
switches in policy and to inform members of its agenda.’ It must
have been a very insightful and ingenious plan, devised over many
months and with careful thought.

"After all," Trevor-Roper writes, "this great meeting of
Parliament had been planned long ago. For tﬁree years 'the great
contrivers,'... had been planning their tactics, preparing their
program."3 John Pym, the leader of this conspiracy within the
House of Commons, is pictured as a man grasping for greatness,
who would lead the radical faction, and the nation, to civil war.
It was Pym who "would learn to 'tune the pulpits' as effectively

n  ouite deceptively,

as his heroine Queen Elizabeth had done.
this group of radicals worked to convert the "perfectly natural"
tradition of fast days and their sermons into means, a "system,"

of manipulation and control "in order to sustain the unity of the

]

# Hugh R. Trevor-Roper, Religion, the Refo on a
Change (London: Macmillan Press, 1972), 294.

3 1bid., p. 297.

¢ 1pid., p. 296.



FAST DAY SERMONS 2
Parliament and the fulfillment of an ever more radical program
over several years." The most hideous corruption of the fast day
sermons, which Trevor-Roper presents as the strongest evidence
for the conspiracy, was the leaders' success in preparing the
members of the House for those "dramatic episodes...." What the
ministers seemed to preach about came to pass: the demand for
Strafford's execution, the call for radical church reform, and
the appeals to the mob in late 1641, to name only a few.? What a
grand conspiracy it must have been!

There is, however, a much more plausible thesis about the
role of the fast sermons in the early 1640s. While John Pym, the
leader of Charles I's opponents in Parliament, was undoubtedly a
shrewd politician and managed the House well, he acquired neither
complete control nor the ability to dictate policy. Pym,
consumed as apparently is Trevor-Roper by concerns of a
conspiracy, feared the threat to England from the papal
conspirators at court and in the Church. The Puritans, too, had
been preaching to their followers all over the country, not just
to members of Parliament, about the popish threat. Pym, his
political associates, and the preachers are best seen as a
natural alliance of like-minded men, not a group of conspirators.
Pym and the Puritan ministers had a common goal. They sought to
keep the members of Parliament (MPs) aware of the real reason for

their work: to repair the damage of government abuses caused by

> 1bid., p. 296.



FAST DAY SERMONS 4

the infiltration in church and council of a papal influence and
prevent the like from reoccurring.

In presenting this thesis we will examine several questions
raised by earlier work. To which kinds of actions did the
preachers seek to move their listeners? 1Is there evidence that
the House of Commons' actions did follow the program set forth in
the sermons? 1If so, can it be shown that the sermons moved men
to this course? Did these sermons inaugurate new policy, or
announce shifts in existing policy, as Trevor-Roper has claimed?
The answers to these questions help demonstrate the true
relationship between the preacher's sermons and the political
goals and victories of the radicals within Parliament.

First, a word on the sermons themselves may be useful at
this point. The House of Commons declared official days for
fasting and prayer at irregular intervals until February, 1642.
The sermons given on these days are the "official" fast sermons.
But there were numerous other occasions for members to hear the
word and be encouraged to godly deeds. There are many sermons
extant, preached to "sundry" members of the House at St.
Margaret's, Westminster, considered within the fast sermon

tradition and included in this, as well as earlier research.
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CHAPTER ONE
THE ROAD TO 1640

In 1640 England was in great turmoil. There was a fragile

peace with the Scots, a constitutional crisis caused by distrust

between King and Parliament, and rising religious dissension due
to conflict between factions vying for control of the Church of
England. The factions involved, the goals they sought to achieve
and the methods they used to achieve them, evolved over a long
period and would continue to be shaped by the events of the later
1640s, especially those within Parliament. Understanding what
these groups were and how they reached their 1640 form will help

explain their role and interests in the Long Parliament.

I. Fast Sermon Tradition.

The concept of fast days and their sermons was not new to
the 1640s. 1In 1580, during the reign of Elizabeth I (1558-1603),
a "Motion [was] made for a public Fast, with Prayer and Preaching
to be exercised by this House for the Assistance of God's Holy
Spirit."6 The queen saw this as an "innovation" and did not want
Puritan ministers establishing a parliamentary fast that could be
used to interfere with her plans for a church dominated by royal
wishes. She put a quick stop to Parliament's plans by simply

ordering them not to discuss the issue. The Puritans were forced

¢ wWilson, p. 22. Chapter II of Wilson's work is a good

history of the Fast Sermon tradition in England from which this
brief overview is derived.
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to wait for more advantageous circumstances.

Under the rule of James I(1603-1625) efforts to call a fast
day were begun again. In the second Parliament of James's reign,
which had a short life in the spring of 1614, a motion that all
members receive communion before a certain day was offered to the
House. While this was more an effort to prove one's Protestant
loyalties to the king following the failed attempt to blow up the
members of Parliament and king by radical Catholics, known as the
Gunpowder plot, the motion was approved and began the practice of
“preaching services in St. Margaret's, Westminster, directly
sponsored by the House of Commons."’ This is where all the fast
sermons of the 1640s would be preached to members of the House.

In 1624 Sir Edward Cecil offered a motion for a "general"
fast, to include the entire kingdom, that passed without
difficulty. As John Wilson points out, this fast went beyond the
earlier "test communion" fast days of James's reign, designed to
exclude closet Catholics from the House, and was seen as bringing
"the whole body under the discipline of preaching."® Isaac
Bargrave, chaplain to Prince Charles, preached to the House and
admonished them as representatives of the whole land to repent
for the entire nation.’ Bargrave earned disfavor from the court

for setting the Commons up as the representation of England,

7 wilson, p. 24.

8 wilson, pP. 26.

° Isaac Bargrave, A Sermon Preached...1623 (London, 1624), 1-
2.



FAST DAY SERMONS 7

while the House gained prestige from being depicted as such.

In the first years of Charles I's reign (1625-1649) there
were fasts to accompany the meeting of Parliament. The most
notable was that of his first Parliament in 1625. John Preston,
the most illustrious and eminent of the Puritans, addressed the

House during a time of plague and described it as a result of

10

God's anger. He also pointed out that zeal, "if aroused and

properly directed, could turn it away." This sermon proved to be
the model for those given before the Long Parliament in the
1640s. It equated catastrophe with God's wrath and called for
the whole nation to repent and to turn to the Lord. The Commons
held fasts in all the subsequent Parliaments of the 1620s. 1In |
March, 1629, Charles dissolved Parliament and it was not to sit
again until 1640.

When Parliament met again it had precedents firmly in place
to continue the fast sermon tradition. The fast sermon began in
England from the tradition of calling fast days for thanksgiving,
which Elizabeth did allow in 1588 to mark the defeat of the
Armada. It developed from test communions to times set aside for
godly preaching during the rule of James I. Charles I saw the
fast sermon firmly established as a function of Parliament with
that body appointing the preachers and having the sermon printed
afterwards. How in the early 1640s the Puritans used this

captive audience to propagate their plans for England, to

® wilson, p. 34, 139.
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persuade others to follow these plans, and whether they succeeded

in their goals will be discussed in the pages to follow.

II. The Rise of Religious Dissension

There have always been, and will continue to be, Puritans.
Puritanism is more a mind set, or zealousness for pure religion,
than a particular religious doctrine. However, this paper is
concerned with the rise of "historic Puritanism," the movement
that sought reform of the Church of England to a degree beyond
which the authorities of the Church were willing to allow.'
Since its beginning in the reign of Elizabeth I, the Puritans
struggled to bring about their design of reform. How they fared
in this effort during the years 1558 to 1640 sheds some light on
their militancy in the Long Parliament.

With the death of the Catholic Queen, Mary I (1553-1558),
and the accession of the Protestant Elizabeth, reform-minded men
saw cause for great hope. While Mary had reversed all the
reforms of her brother Edward VI (1547-1553), and her persecution
of Protestants had earned her the infamous title Bloody Mary,
exiled reformers returned to England planning to implement even
more radical ideas they had learned in Geneva and Frankfurt. But
reform was not to be. Elizabeth sought above all to prevent the

religious conflict that had characterized her siblings' reigns;

she implemented the "Elizabethan Settlement." She tried to keep

" william Haller, The Rise of Puritanism (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1938), 5.
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all her subjects, Catholic and Protestant, happy within the
Church of England. She returned to the policies of her brother
Edward VI but did not favor the extensive reforms sought by the
Puritans, such as eliminating surplices and other ceremonial
garments of the clergy. Though unhappy with the settlement,
Puritans remained within the Church and devised means to reach
their goals, means that would have long lasting consequences.12
Those seeking to purify the Church, Puritans, did not want
to leave the Church. Instead they turned to preaching and to the
press in order to further their beliefs, in an effort to cleanse
the Church from within. Most exhibited outward signs of
conformity, usually staying within the letter of the law, but
continued to spread Puritan ideas of doctrine and liturgy. They
created lecturships to provide for their own preaching and gained
a large following among the laity. Puritans came to control
several of the colleges at Cambridge and educated large numbers
of clergy who then propagated their brand of Protestantism.
Also, they began printing their doctrines for dispersion among
the populace, a practice which had a far-reaching impact. Theirs
was a participatory, literate faith. It had great appeal and
spread throughout the realm during reign of Elizabeth, though
predominantly in the south and south-east of England.

In 1603 the great Queen died and James VI of Scotland

2 gee Ppatrick Collinson, The Religion of Protestants: The
Cchurch in English Society 1559-1625 (Oxford: Clarendon Press,

1982) and Peter Lake, Moderate Puritans and the Elizabethan Church
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982).
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traveled south to become James I of England. New hope swept the
Puritan community. James was a strong Calvinist and had ruled
with a presbyterian church in Scotland. The extent of coming
reform was decided at the Hampton Court Conference in 1604. But
James too disappointed the Puritans. He agreed with their plans
for a better educated clergy and for the elimination of pluralism
but not for lower clergy éarticipation (quasi-presbyterianism) in
authoritative bodies. Yeﬁ, like Elizabeth, James made no effort
to oust the Puritans from the Church. Many of his bishops were
sympathetic to their point of view and only mildly enforced the
conformity laws on the Puritan preachers. The effect was to
allow Puritanism to grow and gain many followers among the gentry
as well as the common people, most notably in the towns and
cities.™

After the turn of the century, Puritanism began to mean more
than just "purifier." For decades Puritans had sought to bring
what they saw as true reform to the Church. Year upon year of
frustration convinced some of the inability of the Church of
England to reform itself from within; these believers became
separatists. They no longer wanted to belong to the corrupt
Church of England but opted for building their true church beyond
royal and ecclesiastical rule. This caused difficulty for those
Puritans, still a majority, who worked to convert the people and

bring about change from within. with this shift from outward

¥ Haller, p.20.
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conformity on the part of some believers the term "Puritan"
became a derogatory label for those separating from the Church of
England. Those who remained within the Church, while having -
common doctrinal views with many, but definitely not all, of ‘the
separatists, felt insulted if called a "Puritan."' Some in the
hierarchy of the Church used it to mark a person as radical and
unfit for position in thg church (much as the "L" word was used
in American politics in 1988)." However, as it concerns this
work, the name Puritan should be understood to represent not
separatists but those seeking reform of the Church. Although
seeminély only a question of degree, what stance a person took on
the reform question, how much of a Puritan he or she was, came to
have serious consequehces in the reign of James's son. '

The intermittent enforcement of conformity and the freedom
to preach their views enjoyed by the Puritans under Elizabeth and
James ceased when, in 1625, the king died. The new monarch,
Charles I, wanted unity and control in his Church and had just
the man for the job. William Laud had moved slowly through the

ranks of the Church and was made Archbishop of Canterbury in

% oED, p. 1621.

L s Tyacke, "Puritanism, Arminianism.and.CounFer-Revolution"
in Conrad Russell, The Origins of the English Civil War (London,
1973) 119-143. .

6 collinson provides an excellent overview of religious
concerns during James' reign. See also Haller, chapter 1.
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1633."7 He favored the Arminian form of Protestantism, which to
Puritans was nothing less than a disquised form of Catholicism.
Laud saw the Puritans as the cause of the conflict and disorder
in the Church and as behind the rise in radical notions in
religion. He worked hard at returning many of the ceremonial
practices, viewed by Puritans as Catholic, to the Church. Laud
wanted to return some power and authority to the Church. He
worked hard, and succeeded to a fair degree, at silencing the
Puritan preachers and presses.18

Late in the 1630s Laud was at the height of his influence
with the king, and together they sought to bring the Church in
Scotland under tighter royal control. 1In 1636 the king ordered a
prayer book, modeled on that of England, imposed on the Scottish
church. The Scots, long accustomed to their presbyterian
practices, revolted against the king and his churchmen in the
first Bishop's War. Puritan hopes of being rid of this
Archbishop increa%ed as animosity towards him and his rule of the
Church appeared from all segments of society. While many
Englishmen were not Puritan, they did not want to return to
popish practices and resented the high-handed authority Laud had
come to represent; When Charles was forced to call his second

Parliament of 1640 to get funds for the war with Scotland, there

7 3. Sears McGee, "William Laud and the Outward Face of

Religion," in Leaders of the Reformation, ed. Richard L. DeMolen,
p. 322.

L Haller, p. 324.
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was virtual unanimity in the call for reform in the Church.

III. Constitutional crisis in 1640

The call for religious reform was accompanied by one for

rectification of what many saw as constitutional abuses committed

by the king and his advisors. Charles had ruled without

Parliament since 1629. Many felt he was ignoring ancient

precedents by not seeking the advice of the people's
representatives. Convocation, the law-making body for the
Church, was legislating changes in doctrine and liturgy without
the consent of Parliament, a power the Parliament had firmly
wielded since Elizabeth's reign. The king's actions and a
growing fear of Catholic conspiracy, due in part to the open
Catholicism of the queen, caused heightened tensions as the new
Parliament met in 1640.

Charles had provoked animosity and distrust by his actions
and policies during the years without Parliaments. The revival
of old forms of revenue devices imposed without the traditional
consent of Parliament, such as distraint of knighthood and forest
laws, added to the abuse of Ship Money writs, lost Charles many

supporters among the landowners."

The "thoroughness" of
Charles's advisors, Laud and the Earl of Strafford, caused

resentment (these two were the first to go when Parliament met).

1# Thomas G. Barnes, Somerset 162571§595 A County's
Government During the "Personal Rule' (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1961).

S L A A L
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FAST DAY SERMONS 14

In religious policy Charles and Laud had alienated not just
Puritans but others who feared a growing Catholic influence over
the king and sought to retain the Protestant character of the
Eng;ish Church. Politically, cCharles had angered the majority of
the gentry because of taxation and patronage. John Pym, the
leader in the House, painted a clear picture for the members. In
his first speech of the session he claimed "there was a desién
'to alter law and religion.'"®  charles had few friends wiliing

to stand up for him in Parliament, as the first weeks were to

demonstrate.
I
The Puritans' opportunity came when Parliament met in

November, 1640. Members decried the abuses of law, government
and Church. Well-known opponents of the King and Laud were freed
from prison or called to London by Parliament.?! A new wave of
printed material flooded from London printers to sway the public
mind. One man, George Theomason, collected over a thousand pieces
of printed material, books, pamphlets and broadsides, in the
first year following the opening of Parliament.? Cornelius
Burges and Stephen Marshall "resolved to close [their] eyes

against all clouds of discouragement" and addressed the members

20 Notestein, Wallace ed., The Jou s of Si onds D'Ewes
from the Beginning of the Long Parliament to the opening of the

Trial of the Earl of Strafford (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1922), 7-11. Hereafter cited as D'Ewes (N).

21 John Rushworth, Historical Collections wvol. 3:1 (London,
1691), 20-21.

= Haller, p. 326.
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in St. Margaret's Church at Westminster.z’
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CHAPTER TWO
SETTING THE AGENDA: NOVEMBER, 1640 TO JUNE, 1641

The sermons given during the first months of the Long
parliament served both preacher and politician. For the minister
they contained an outline of the goals he hoped to see the
members of Parliament accomplish. For the Puritan MP they
offered, in unguarded terms, a religious justification for the
political actions necessary to reach those goals. The overriding
political issue of these first months was the correction of
abuses, and more pointedly, the search for the cause of the
nation's troubles. The king's advisors, the Earl of Strafford
and Archbishop Laud, were found to be that cause. From indirect
references in early sermons to open, aggressive attacks by April,
1641, the Puritan ministers contributed their encouragement for
the destruction of the king's most efficient and powérful
counselors. But were the aims of preacher and MP, inseparable to
some cbservers, derived from a single design or sourﬁe? And did
the House of Commons act on the advice of their "divines?" 1In
these sermons from November, 1640 to June, 1641 can 5e seen the
role Puritan ministers and their political allies sought to play
in the contest between king and parliament. And, reéction to the

sermons illustrates the degree of influence their message held.

I. Themes Announced
To the modern reader such concepts as reformation, liberties

and anti-Popery may appear straightforward and simple, but our

=
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perception of these terms is rather different from that of the
puritan preacher in 1640. These concepts were themes outlined by
the preachers and the parliamentary leadership alike. Knowledge
of the minister's and politician's definitions of these terms is
imperative to seeing how their views complemented each other and
to grasping the political significance of these views.

The ministers who addressed the members had several common
themes they expressed in their sermons. On the first Fast Day,
two well established Puritans within the Church of England,
stephen Marshall and-Cornelius Burges, expressed as their "joint
and earnest suit in preaching" the desire for "the perfecting of

the Reformation" of true religion.?* Burges went on in his

' sermon to admonish the Commons to reflect upon themselves and the

nprogress of Reformation" in their own church.? 1In the
following June, Henry Burton preached to members of Parliament
concerning "England's bondage and hope of deliverance." He
encouraged them to do God's work, for "the Lord strengthen them
to work a Reformation."®® Reformation was the most important of
all the causes the preachers came to espouse. But this term
meant much more to the Puritans than just the break from the
Roman faith (Anti-Popery had long been a topic in itself). The

preachers would also lay out specific measures to be implemented

% Burges, The First Sermon, P. A3 .
%  Ipid., p. 52.

% Henry Burton, England's Bondage and Hope for Delive
(London, 1641), 29.
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for the furthering of the Reformation.?

The parliamentary leadership, too, fought for reformation.
John Pym was the acknowledged leader in the House of comnons.
In his opening speech to the Long Parliament, on November 7,
pefore the first Fast Day, pym described the abuses of the
previous eleven years, among those the "prejudice of religion,"
and recommended the remedies. As to religion, Pym decried the
many "innovations" introduced and the "discouragement of
preaching." His remedies were "declaring the Law" and providing
for the "execution of the Law."® For Pym the task of |
reformation and a return to the true Church of pre-Laudian years
lay in the hands of Parliament.

other members spoke of religious concerns and reformation.
Ssir Benjamin Rudyard spoke of Englishmen's need to secure
religion. He argued that those innovators "who would introduce
another religion into the Church must first trouble and disorder
the government of the State," and he let it be known he was

w30  gir Edward Dering asked

nzealous for a thorough Reformation.
the House to select a committee to discover the "numbers of

oppressed ministers under the bishop's tyranny."31 There were

2T gee section II below.

2 anthony Fletcher, The Outbreak of the English Civil War
(New York: New York University Press, 1981), xx.

¥  Rpushworth, p. 21-22.
% Rushworth, p. 24.

' 1bid., p. 56.
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pany such calls for the protection of preaching and for stronger
adherence to the true religion. These politicians articulated,
girst, what would be echoed in the weeks and months ahead by the
preachers=- the call for reformation.

The ministers and MPs worked together for the same goal.
rhrough their speeches and their immediate attention to religious
problems, the leadership presented its plans in the first days of
the Parliament. The preachers very clearly articulated the goals
they sought and made Parliament responsible for enacting them.
in doing so, the Puritan preachers gave the leadership the moral
and religious foundation for its course of action in furthering
the reformation.

Many cries in defense of "Liberties," were heard in.the
first year of the Long Parliament. In his first sermon Burges
described as an act of justice the pulling down "of the Nimrods
who have invaded [our] Laws and Liberties" and spoke of making

32 Gauden

wholesome laws to prevent the like in the future.
preached that the "safety of... liberties, lives and all that is
dear in this world" depended on the "mind of the Law." At the
end of Parliament's first year in session, Marshall thanked God

that "we have seen broken the yokes which lay upon our Estates,

o Burges, The First Sermon, P. 42.

3  john Gauden, The Love of Truth and Peac (London, 1641),
15.*
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piberties, Religion and Consciences."® Most often the

pinisters did not elaborate specifically about "liberties." This
was undoubtedly because they were confident others had done so
for them.

Again, John Pym led. In his opening speech he listed the
many grievances against the king. Among these were those
nagainst the Liberty of the subject," the most numerous of all
grievances. Pym cataloged those concerning taxes and royal abuse
of Parliamentary rights but saved the "greatest" for last. It
was that which "leads us a step higher, even as high as Heaven,"
the "ambitious and corrupt clergy." These bishops, too, had
taken the law into their hands, "pretending divine authority
...to do what they will with us."”® This was the basis of
Englishmens' complaints concerning the loss of "Liberties;" the
king, and his Arminian archbishop, had tampered with the accepted
form of rule. It was not a desire for equal rights or civil
1iberties as we know them, but rather an objection to the fact
that Charles had tried to rule without Parliament, and indeed had
succeeded until 1640. Politicians, Puritan and non-Puritan, as
well as the preachers decried the abuses of this rule and saw
them as the loss of their liberties.

The cause of all the evils in the land was "Popery." The

crusade against it touched every institution and person (the

% Stephen Marshall, A Peace Offering to God (London, 1641),

45, %

% Rushworth, p. 21-23.
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McCarthyism of the 1950s pales in comparison). Most problems
were linked to the conniving plans of the Pope and his army of
Jesuits. The English Church had been delivered out of the mouth
of the beast, the Roman Church, and now worked to rebuild the
Temple, the true Church.* Yet, as Marshall pointed out the
same afternoon, it had been eighty-two years since "the Lord set
the gospel among us" and little progress had been made. The
preacher Thomas Wilson, on April 4, 1641, described the reason
for England's lack of progress. It was the "substance of
worship" that was false, the external form which included
nsyperstition” and "additions, gestures... mutations" and

¥ Gauden

provoked God to "be gone from the sanctuary.
complained the problem was the "Jesuistic spirit...which deceives
the nation with the cup of errors" and the "superstition,
formality and back-sliding" of men. He complained of established
doctrines being refuted by new "ridiculous Heads" of the Church,
those men of "alters, sacrifices, priests, penance, auricular
confession."’ Preachers were by no means the only segment of
society worried about popery and innovation in religion.

The fear of papal conspiracy was very real to political

leaders in England. Pym revealed to the House that two Kings of

%  Burges, The First Sermon, P. 3-8.
o Marshall, A Sermon, p. 37.

3  mhomas Wilson, David's Zeal for Zion (London, 1641), 7.

3

Gauden, p. 18.
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