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Religion, Rhetoric, and Restriction: Women in Early Modern British Sermons
Expansive: one word that may attempt to describe the hold of Christianity on Tudor and Stuart Britain. The Bible and its narratives– bolstered by its new vernacular translations– were increasingly available to the public, though typically only through the clerical mouthpiece. In some ways, the removal of the sacred language barrier was revolutionary; in others, particularly in the case of women’s role in that language, the shift only marked a wave of new opportunities for restriction. As English sermons became popularized, the nature of womanhood was increasingly discredited by theologians and the clergy. However, the content of these sermons became distractingly complex with time as writers and women alike attempted to balance the religious expectations of femininity with its realities, resulting in an underwhelming call to which many did not bother to listen.
Despite its theological reforms being relatively minor, the English Reformation marked a major shift in British religious practice. For example, the introduction of vernacular Bibles for household and parish use made the book an exorbitantly more common item for the average person in early modern Britain.[footnoteRef:1] With this increased accessibility, vernacular scripture became central in sermons.[footnoteRef:2] However, this did not necessarily indicate that the masses had free reign to interpret the Bible in whatever way they pleased; in fact, the clergy became a stronger filter for scriptural ideas than before. Even as English Bibles became commonplace, the medieval notion of hearing scripture being superior to reading it oneself continued to be the popular belief.[footnoteRef:3] Although they had access to the literal text themselves, most lay people would still receive their understanding of the Bible through a priest, who was now permitted to speak to them directly in their everyday language. These factors lead to the undeniable importance of sermons and religious rhetoric in the theological mindsets of the day. [1:  Tadmor, Naomi, “Women and Wives: The Language of Marriage in Early Modern English Biblical Translations,” History Workshop Journal, no. 62 (2006): 15, http://www.jstor.org/stable/25472868.]  [2:   Barr, Beth Allison, “‘he Is Bothyn Modyr, Broyþ Yr, & Syster vn-to Me’: Women and the Bible in Late Medieval and Early Modern English Sermons,” Church History and Religious Culture 94, no. 3 (2014): 302, http://www.jstor.org/stable/23923180.]  [3:  Barr, “Women and the Bible,” 304.] 

	Similarly, women’s visibility in religious rhetoric began to shift. Vernacular Bibles gave translators and clergy alike the opportunity to refocus narratives of their choosing to be more or less inclusive. Often, language in the Bible that had once been broad, i.e. “all” or “women and men,” would be replaced with something more specific and usually masculine, i.e. “men” alone.[footnoteRef:4] Additionally, original texts that made up both the Old and New Testament typically lacked defined phrases for marriage and monogamy; translators sought to introduce terms such as, “wife” into the scripture so that it better adhered to contemporary Christian values.[footnoteRef:5] This was also undertaken to make the text appear more relatable to the new class of readers, as the original Biblical language for partnerships such as, “giving” or, “taking” individuals was not familiar for the early modern British Christian.[footnoteRef:6] Swapping out these terms had a more consequential impact than simply making the text easier to be read, however, as they often erased women from particular stories or groups entirely, and began to define them by their relationships with men– such as marriage– even more so than before. These reforms culminated in the rising popularity of biblical partnerships as models of marriage. Adam and Eve in particular became a touchstone for Protestants during this period, as they represented the ideals of being spiritually bound to a spouse as well as the wife’s power coming solely from her husband.[footnoteRef:7] Although religious rhetoric concerning women expands into many different theological beliefs, reshapings and comparisons such as these form the basis of most sermons and other examples from this time. [4:  Barr, “Women and the Bible,” 306-307.]  [5:  Tadmor, “Women and Wives,” 3.]  [6:  Tadmor, “Women and Wives,” 5-8.]  [7:  Tadmor, “Women and Wives,” 16.] 

	A reoccurring case in which women were separated from their male counterparts was the topic of sin. This manifested in two main ideas: the existence of sins that mainly if not solely afflicted women, and the feminization of particular major sins. An instance of the first application, Puritan preacher Thomas Adams spoke in a sermon from 1615 that though women bore the image of God just as men, acts of pride and madness were exclusive to the female experience.[footnoteRef:8] This example is rather broad and often echoed indirectly in criticism of women’s dress and accusations that they were uniquely appearance focused, a theme that appears in one of Anglican John Donne’s early Stuart-era sermons as well.[footnoteRef:9] Reminders of reserved apparel for women did not emerge in directly religious material such as sermons alone, however; A Godly Forme of Household Government– a scripture-influenced domestic guidebook published in 1598– lists modest dressing as one of three major duties for a Christian wife.[footnoteRef:10] Physicality was a major point of contention when discussing women’s behavior, and the tone was– without exception– restrictive. Furthermore, beyond vague warnings against pride, there is no equivalent chastisement of men regarding this particular, seemingly prevalent sin. The goal of this disparity appears to be to paint women of all statuses as utterly flawed by biblical standards, as many of these arguments point to scripture as their evidence against the prideful nature of women. [8:  Adams, Thomas, Mystical bedlam, or the world of mad-men (London: George Purslowe, 1615), 51.]  [9:  Donne, John, Fifty sermons. The second volume preached by that learned and reverend divine, John Donne (London: Flesher, 1649), 13.]  [10:  Cleaver, Robert, A godlie forme of householde government: for the ordering of private families according to the direction of God’s word, (London: Kingston, 1598), 244.] 

	Another tactic taken to express women’s otherness was the characterization of serious sins as feminine, especially the act of adultery. The aforementioned Thomas Adams was a proprietor of this perspective as well, going so far as to refer to adultery with the feminine pronoun, “she.”[footnoteRef:11] He additionally remarks in his sermon from 1615 that women are the sole causers of lust, and that unfaithful men are more so victims of female sin than committers of sin themselves.[footnoteRef:12] Attempting to exempt men from the sin of adultery– a hefty offense in English communities at the time– and placing the blame on the involved woman sought to both give men immunity in terms of community respect and isolate women as perpetuators of familial evils. This pattern of differentiation appears in nearly every theological discussion of women in early modern Britain, and is most prominent in rhetoric pertaining to marriage. [11:  Adams, Thomas, The devils banket decribed in foure sermons. (London: Snodham, 1614), 61.]  [12:  Adams, Mystical bedlam, 53.] 

	As previously stated, marriage was not well-defined in early transcriptions of the Bible. When vernacular Bibles began to be accepted by the wider Christian hierarchy, translators made a strong effort to incorporate harsher lines for partnerships to account for the cultural significance of marriage in 16th century England.[footnoteRef:13] Sermons and the like followed suit, including marriage as an ideal for women whenever possible, even if there was not an obvious application. In 1647, theologian John Arrowsmith published a piece discussing the great wonder in heaven seen in Revelation, in which he describes the mystical woman as married.[footnoteRef:14] Scot John Cockburn found a way around Jesus’ singularity by pointing to Mary and Joseph as a marriage ideal in his Dignity and Duty of a Married State Sermon, as Mary, though declining post-Reformation, was arguably still the principal female figure in the Bible.[footnoteRef:15] Arrowsmith also made this connection, comparing the woman of his great wonder to Mary as well.[footnoteRef:16] Furthermore, preachers such as Presbyterian John Collinges were insistent that marriage– like Mary’s conception of Jesus– was exceptionally chaste as it was endorsed by God himself through scripture.[footnoteRef:17] Through these ideas, marriage served as a way for women to be recognized in religious rhetoric. However, like the discussions of feminine sin, this came with the price of scrutiny. [13:  Barr, “Women and the Bible,” 313.]  [14:  Arrowsmith, John, A great wonder in heaven, or, A lively picture of the militant church drawn by a divine pencill, (London, R. L., 1647), 7.]  [15:  Cockburn, John, The dignity and duty of a married state in a sermon preach’d at the celebration of a marriage in the English Episcopal Church at Amsterdam (London: Hills, 1697), 5.]  [16:  Arrowsmith, A Great Wonder, 33.]  [17:  Collinges, John, The intercourses of divine love betwixt Christ and his Church (London: Snowden, 1683), 230.] 

This kind of disapproval was not always apparent, as women were seen as crucial to the familial institution through marriage. Theologians did not shy from encouraging partnership despite their common belief in women’s inferiority. When writing on the importance of marriage, Cockburn pointed out that Solomon endorsed the institution, and that women are able to provide a different perspective on a man’s life.[footnoteRef:18] Heinrich Bullinger, whose work was often read in parishes throughout England, went as far as to claim that holy marriage involves a balance between the husband and wife.[footnoteRef:19] Despite this notion appearing to argue for a sense of equality in matrimony, the balance to which Bullinger referred is not particularly reminiscent of modern concepts. [18:  Cockburn, Duty of a married state, 7-8.]  [19:  Bullinger, Heinrich, Fiftie godlie and learned sermons divided into five decades, conteyningthe chiefe and principall pointes of Christian religion (London: Middleton, 1577), 226.] 

Of all the values for a Christian marriage to have in 16th and 17th century England, obedience of the wife was almost indisputably the most significant and widely understood. Although Cockburn did make his statement on the worth of the female point of view, he also commented that any love shared between the two spouses served first and foremost to increase the woman’s willingness to behave according to her husband’s wishes.[footnoteRef:20] However, even this uplifting of love in service could not be considered common; most language simply stated female submission as a necessity of society. A Godly Forme of Household Governance lists obedience to the husband (as to the Lord) as another inherent duty of a wife and mother, alongside modest dress.[footnoteRef:21] A common phrase used to describe this relationship of subordination was the husband being, “head” of the wife, used by Heinrich Bullinger in one of his sermons.[footnoteRef:22] One particular piece included in a Tudor book of homilies took the liberty of knitting this archetype with religious imagery, stating that, “the husband is head of the woman, as Christ is head of the church,” simultaneously pushing for obedience to the church as well as men.[footnoteRef:23] [20:  Cockburn, Duty of a married state, 14.]  [21:  Cleaver, A godlie forme, 204-225.]  [22:  Bullinger, Fiftie godly and learned sermons, 229.]  [23:  Jewell, John, ed., Certain Sermons and Homilies ( London: 1571), 242.] 

	Despite the typically dismissive language of marriage, some examples of religious rhetoric insisted that women’s duty to serve men was an invaluable one. The most basic of these services is companionship; a common theme of purpose appeared to be man’s loneliness, and God’s gift of women as a remedy for this issue.[footnoteRef:24] Puritan Jeremiah Burroughs echoed this sentiment in a sermon published in 1643, in which he asserted that women’s company was not, in fact, a hinderance on men but a great help.[footnoteRef:25] Cockburn’s idea of a woman’s value reemerges in this case as well, as he believed that spouses could both provide each other with services, though those services may be uneven.[footnoteRef:26] The consensus among theologians was that women, though secondary, could be useful in their own ways. [24:  Bullinger, Fiftie godly and learned sermons, 222.]  [25:  Burroughs, Jeremiah, The glorious name of God, The Lord of Hosts opened in two sermons (London: Dawlman, 1643), 79.]  [26:  Cockburn, Duty of a married state, 13.] 

	The greatest point of utility for women was how they could support their husband’s advances by caring for domestic needs and other causes deemed beneath male attention. Many preachers, including Bullinger, cited Genesis in their understanding of women’s purpose, in which Eve was created by God as a helper to Adam.[footnoteRef:27] Eve, although much lesser than Adam, would be able to assist him in his life; this should give her and her female successors purpose. Biblical examples did not stop with Adam and Eve, however, as Burroughs went on to include examples of Deborah and Sarah as ideal women who only interfered with the interests of their husbands to aid them rather than for their own interests.[footnoteRef:28] Women were provided with an opportunity for leadership and ambition, but only one that involved supporting the work of their husbands. [27:  Bullinger, Fiftie godly and learned sermons, 224.]  [28:  Burroughs, The glorious name of God, 80-81.] 

	Given the common rhetoric of women as inherently sinful and secondary to men, the question of how women could come to hold and wield power while maintaining their subservient religious status was a complicated but dearly relevant one. The rise of female rulers during the later Tudor era set the stage for fierce discourse, including John Knox’s The First Blast of the Trumpet Against the Monstrous Rule of Women, which at the very least presented new ideas about the connection between religion and royalty.[footnoteRef:29] In The First Blast, Knox argues the divine right of women to rule Britain– particularly Mary Tudor– is against the nature of God’s will; he cites multiple biblical archetypes and figures such as Jezebel to support his claim.[footnoteRef:30] Scholars of various backgrounds have attempted to defend or refute his bold assertions using different tactics. For example, Anglican John Houghton claims that Knox has done nothing more than misinterpreted the scripture he uses to defend his thesis.[footnoteRef:31] Professor emerita of Calvin University Susan M. Felch, however, compared some of Knox’s earlier letters on the nature of womanhood with The First Blast and concluded that the piece was making a case against idolatry rather than the right of women to rule.[footnoteRef:32] Regardless of how The First Blast is interpreted, the work undoubtably sustained popular religious sentiments of the period and presented a challenge to women in various leadership roles. [29:  Felch, Susan M, “The Rhetoric of Biblical Authority: John Knox and the Question of Women,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 26, no. 4 (1995): 812, https://doi.org/10.2307/2543787, ]  [30:  John Knox, “The First Blast of the Trumpet Against the Monstrous Regiment of Women,” In Elizabeth I and Her Age, eds. Donald Stump and Susan Felch (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2009), 77-83.]  [31:  Houghton, John W, “No Bishop, No Queen: Queens Regnant and the Ordination of Women,” Anglican and Episcopal History 67, no. 1 (1998): 10. http://www.jstor.org/stable/42611911.]  [32:  Felch, “The Rhetoric of Biblical Authority,” 811-13.] 

	Through examination of surviving religious works, it is clear that theologians had strong views on the inferiority of women and their livelihoods. However, addressing the question of women in powerful office requires an approach that takes more into account the roots of these beliefs. Houghton makes the argument that an outstanding reason male Christians– and some female, as well– were so strongly opposed to female rule was familiarity with the male image of Christ.[footnoteRef:33] A woman ruling a commonwealth, especially one where the monarch is deemed head of the state church, would have felt almost heretical in comparison with the careers of her male counterparts. Some contemporaries supported the queenships of Mary and Elizabeth, believing that the individual subject need not completely understand the will of God in the matter of monarchs. In An Harbor for Faithful and True Subjects of 1559, for example, John Alymer counters Knox and defends female rule by emphasizing divine right over mortal criticism.[footnoteRef:34] Despite Alymer’s arguments, approval was still not the common sentiment. In a sermon that would have most likely been preached during the early 17th century, John Donne reinstated the notion that women’s role in relation to men was to help, and explicitly not to govern.[footnoteRef:35] Whether female leadership in the public eye existed or not, the rhetoric of subservience continued. [33:  Houghton, “No Bishop, No Queen,” 16-17.]  [34:  Alymer, John, “An Harbor for Faithful and True Subjects,” In Elizabeth I and Her Age, eds. Donald Stump and Susan Felch (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2009), 83-88.]  [35:  Donne, Fifty Sermons, 10.] 

	Although the discussed sermons and those similar would have been frequently read aloud in a church setting or in a private home, these writings are not necessarily accurate reflections of women’s behavior. In concluding her writings on The First Blast, Professor Felch reminds the modern eye that the simple fact of a text’s existence does not imply its enforcement.[footnoteRef:36] Diminutive attitudes towards the feminine experience and the rise of women in power can exist simultaneously, and did. The ideal example of this for early modern Britain is Queen Elizabeth I. Within her reign, Elizabeth found ways to embrace religious rhetoric that was placed upon her, specifically the identity of the Virgin Queen, which she wore with purpose and strategy.[footnoteRef:37] This imagery greatly assisted the success of her period as monarch, as she was thus seen as the virgin mother of England, an archetype crucial to restrictive contemporary arguments about womanhood.[footnoteRef:38] Elizabeth was not the only woman who combatted these inglorious views, however, and certainly not the most radical in nature. The Leveller movement of the 1640s allowed for the rise of women who would argue for God-willed equality before the law, such as in the 1648 petition To The Supreme Authority of England.[footnoteRef:39] Religious writings that sought to reduce the spirit of women, though prevalent, did not prevent their target audience from being occasionally seen and heard in strength. [36:  Felch, “The Rhetoric of Biblical Authority,” 822.]  [37:  Queen Elizabeth I, “First Speech before Parliament,” 125-127.]  [38:  King, John N, “Queen Elizabeth I: Representations of the Virgin Queen,” Renaissance Quarterly 43, no. 1 (1990): 34, https://doi.org/10.2307/2861792.]  [39:  To the supreme authority, of the Commons of England assembled in Parliament (London: 1648).] 

	Clergymen and other religious powers were presented with a great opportunity to seize biblical concepts and distort them during the English Reformation. Despite their manipulated words and extensive scriptural evidence, their arguments ultimately failed logically and practically. When examined, religious rhetoric pertaining to women during this period paints an inconsistent picture of false assurances and unbacked authoritarian thinking; women are promised purpose and respect of their husbands and other prominent men in exchange for, and only for, their obedience. When there are not seemingly arbitrary accusations being made– such as being the sole cause of adultery or being inherently prideful– the sermons present a confusing back and forth between a woman’s inherent dignity with the title of, “wife” and her ever-submissive role as an aid to her husband. Furthermore, other surviving documents tell conflicting stories of practice versus preaching: John Donne’s unsympathetic Fifty sermons and the petition of the Leveller women, which speaks of a woman’s right to a fair trial by jury and other such civil entitlements, were published within the same year. Not only were the arguments made by early modern theologians against the dignity of women generally flawed, they were evidently ineffective. When writing on the domestic duties of women, reformer Jean Calvin stated that women ought to treat their status as a sacrifice to God.[footnoteRef:40] Be his perspective as it may, it is clear Calvin’s contemporaries begged more than a simple sacrifice, and that early modern British women were not necessarily willing to resign to such an ask.
 [40:  Calvin, Jean, Sermons of M. John Calvine, upon the X Commandementes of the Lawe (London: Dawson, 1579), 69.] 
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