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This article considers Hensley Henson’s advocacy of disestablishment following the Prayer
Book defeat of – as more than a rash reaction to events, one that he continued to work
out well into the s in response to domestic and international challenges to the Church, in
addition to initiatives within the Church itself. Using his extensive journal and correspond-
ence, as well as his published writings, it seeks an enhanced understanding not only of his
views regarding ‘spiritual independence’ but of the wider debate in the Church – both among
clergy and laity – and Free Churches, of which they were an integral part.

The rejection of the revised Prayer Book in the House of Commons
in  and again in  was a defeat of the first magnitude for
the Church of England. Since the Enabling Act of  and the
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creation of the National Church Assembly, the Church had enjoyed a large
measure of self-government, one that for several decades had been at the
heart of its campaign for church reform. This, it had been intended, would
include a long-prepared revision of the Church’s worship. Under the
leadership of Randall Davidson, archbishop of Canterbury, the convoca-
tions and from  the assembly had worked on Prayer Book revision
intermittently since , in response to the report of the Royal Commis-
sion on Ecclesiastical Discipline published that year; but concerted action
by the House of Bishops within the assembly after  hastened the
conclusion of the process, culminating in an ‘Alternative Order of Holy
Communion’ that made some concessions to Anglo-Catholics.

The reaction of Davidson and the bishops to the parliamentary defeat of
all this work was defiance. First, in July  they publicly declared the
‘fundamental principle that the Church…must in the last resort,… retain
its inalienable right’ to determine its own forms of doctrine and worship.
Second, in July  they resolved to allow the use of the revised Prayer
Book on the authority of each of the diocesan bishops. They then, during
, referred the problem of overcoming what was now, in strict terms, an
illegal arrangement, to a new commission on the relations betweenChurch
and State. In  this commission recommended that the Church should
seek new legislation to enable it to control its worship, and in themeantime
the issue of a ‘synodical declaration’ – a statement by the two Church
convocations, with the Church Assembly’s concurrence – that would set
out the acceptable standards of worship. From  to  much effort
was expended in trying to obtain agreement on such a declaration, includ-
ing the convening of a ‘round table conference’; discussions resumed in
 and the issue became central to the Church’s contribution to postwar
reconstruction.

Another effect of the defeat was quite different, prompting a call for the
disestablishment of the Church from one of the most outspoken and
incisive bishops of the early twentieth century. This was the more striking
as this bishop –Herbert Hensley Henson (–), bishop of Durham
since  – had been a prominent defender of the establishment and the
‘comprehensive’Churchwith which it seemed inextricably linked through-
out a very public career. As such, he had been a leading opponent of the
Enabling Act, condemning it as an ‘Act of disestablishment’. He had also
been a leading critic of the report of the archbishops’ committee on

 For the background to the Royal Commission and liturgical reform after –
see Neil Patterson, ‘The origins of liturgical lawlessness’, Ecclesiastical Law Journal
xxxvii/ (), –.

 R. C. D Jasper, George Bell: bishop of Chichester, London , ch. x.
 Hensley Henson to A. V. Dicey,  Dec. , Glasgow University Library, GB

  Gen /. See also Henson journal, entry for  June .
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Church and State in , which had provided themomentum for, and the
first draft of the Act. Since , he had questioned the representative
status of the Church Assembly which approved ‘measures’ before they
passed into law with only limited parliamentary checks; these included
an assessment of their ‘expediency’ and impact on the constitutional rights
of subjects by a parliamentary ecclesiastical committee consisting of both
peers and MPs, and crucially, too, a power of veto by either or both houses
of parliament. Yet after  he vehemently defended the assembly
against the exercise of these parliamentary checks. He also defended the
Enabling Act itself, ‘premature and impolitic’ as it may have been, adding
quickly that ‘there were those in  who held it to be both’. As such, his
new position could only be interpreted by contemporaries – in the words of
his erstwhile friend and fellow liberal churchman, Ralph Inge – as ‘an
apparently total volte-face’. Where he was not denounced – he was clearly
the target of the Lord Mayor of London’s speech at a dinner for the
archbishops and bishops in  – he was largely ignored. What little
support he did find was expressed privately.

For their part, historians have also been critical of his change of stance.
His main biographer –Owen Chadwick – emphasised the ‘rashness’ of his
response, the product of amind with an ‘extremist’ edge, at odds with the

 Julia Stapleton, ‘Herbert Hensley Henson, J. N. Figgis and the archbishops’
committee on Church and State, –: two competing visions of the Church of
England’, this J lxxiii/ (), –. For the role of the report in fuelling
the Enabling Act see Philip Williamson, ‘The Church of England and constitutional
reform: the Enabling Act in British politics and English religion, –’, Journal of
British Studies lxii/ (), –.

 See, for example, Henson, Quo Tendimus?, London , ; for the inconsistency
here see Owen Chadwick, ‘The idea of a national Church: Gladstone and Henson’, in
Marcel Simone and others (eds), Aspects de L’Anglicanisme, Paris , –
 at p. .  Church of England Assembly (Powers) Act, , § (), .

 ‘Disestablishment by consent’, Nineteenth Century and After cv/ (), –
 at p. .

 W. R. Inge, ‘Quantum Mutatus: the bishop of Durham’s volte-face’, Church of
England Newspaper,  Mar. , ; and Henson’s response, ‘Is it a volte-face? A plea
of not guilty’, Church of England Newspaper,  Mar. , . For other contemporary
criticisms in the same vein see S. J. D. Green, ‘Hensley Henson, the prayer book
controversy and the conservative case for disestablishment’, in Tom Rodger, Philip
Williamson and Matthew Grimley (eds), The Church of England and British politics since
, Woodbridge , – at p. .

 Henson to Charles Pattinson,  June , HHH /.
 For example, by the bishop of Norwich, Bertram Pollock, Disestablishment and the

Prayer Book, London ; and the future dean of Wells, Richard Malden, This Church
and realm, London .

 For example, by the Lord Chancellor, Lord Sankey, and the architect Sir Charles
Peers: Henson journal, entry for  Feb. .

 Chadwick, ‘The idea of a national Church’, , .

HENSLE Y HENSON AND D I SE STABL I SHMENT 

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. 18 Jul 2026 at 08:14:18, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use.

https://www.cambridge.org/core


British people, who according to Chadwick were a ‘stable people’ with an
abiding preference for gradual change. Moreover, Henson’s support for
disestablishmentwas essentially a foil to ‘Labour’, a party hehad long regarded
with disdain (hence the quotation marks he habitually placed around its
name), but especially now that it was a serious contender for power. Indeed,
Chadwick cites the wish that Henson expressed in his journal just before the
first submission that the Prayer Book measure would fail, thereby strengthen-
ing the case for disestablishment on another front: that of avoiding the
prospect of the exercise of crown patronage concerning archbishops, bishops,
deans and numerous other clergymen by a Labour prime minister.

The issue of Labour was also pivotal forMatthewGrimley in understanding
Henson’s motives. In explaining the commitment to establishment among
Anglican writers, he emphasised the continuing appeal of a national Church
in fostering unity of identity and culture in British society, and on Christian
lines. In contrast, in his analysis of the Prayer Book debacle, John Maiden
focused on the persistence of Protestant conceptions of English and British
nationhood in the twentieth century; these, he maintained, determined the
fate of both the Prayer Book and the Church, albeit in a changing dynamic
with the greater acceptance of establishment among other Protestant
Churches in Britain. In this account, Henson, as a vehement critic of the
Protestant elements inBritish religion and culture whichwere responsible for
the defeat, receives only passing mention.

Yet Henson’s shifting position on the relations of Church and State
merits close attention. As well as resonating with recent interest in Church
establishment and disestablishment, it brings into relief the wider field of
contestation within the Church following the Prayer Book defeat. The
problems of the approaches taken by the archbishops and most bishops –
centred on rebalancing the establishment in the Church’s favour through
the practical measures noted above – are especially apparent in Henson’s
work. In addition, his awareness of the vulnerability of Churches in modern
societies, especially established Churches, extended beyond his fear of
Labour governments to the vicissitudes of universal suffrage more broadly.
This awareness also extended beyond the events of –. Even a

 Idem,Hensley Henson: a study in the friction between Church and State, Oxford , .
 Ibid. –.
 Matthew Grimley, Citizenship, community and the Church of England: Liberal Anglican

theories of the state between the wars, Oxford , .  Ibid. –.
 John Maiden, National religion and the Prayer Book controversy, –, Wood-

bridge .
 Mark Chapman, Judith Maltby and William White (eds), The established Church:

past, present and future, London ; Grace Davie, ‘Establishment’, in Mark Chapman
and others (eds), The Oxford handbook of Anglican studies, Oxford , –;
Jonathan Chaplin, Beyond establishment: re-setting Church-State relations in Britain,
London . For earlier arguments see notably Colin Buchanan, Cut the connection:
disestablishment and the Church of England, London .
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sympathetic commentator such as Simon Green limits the focus of his
analysis to the continuity between the viewsHenson expressed in his original
shift with earlier opinions. The working out of his attitudes in – well
into the s in response to new domestic and international challenges for
theChurch as well as initiatives within the Church provides fresh perspective
on his thought.

This article reconsiders the Prayer Book crisis and its aftermath through the
sustained case that Hensonmade for disestablishment, and the concerns with
which it became entangled. It uses his extensive journal and unpublished
correspondence, in addition tohis publishedwritings and speeches, to recover
the ideas and beliefs – often rooted in wide reading – that informed his views,
the arguments he used to defend them and the opposition he encountered in
turn. As well as his opinions, the article also seeks to enhanceunderstanding of
the Church’s pursuit of ‘autonomy’ from  to  as an alternative to the
more thoroughgoing ‘spiritual independence’ Henson himself sought.

The article commences with an account of Henson’s reaction to the first
Prayer Book defeat. The second section turns to his abandonment of the
cause of establishment, and the response to his call for disestablishment
among both the Free Churches and other bishops and prominent lay mem-
bers of the Church. The third section focuses on his increasing disillusion-
ment with Protestantism as a major element in his change of stance, while, at
the same time, his warming to the idea of the Church as a ‘spiritual society’,
independent of what could now seem to be a secularised state. The fourth
section considers his concern for the transformative effect of democratic
change on the religious face of British society at both a national level and
in relation to religious persecution abroad, and the implications for estab-
lishment. The fifth section turns to his opposition to attempts by his fellow
bishops in the late s to redefine ‘lawful authority’ in relation to the
Church, seeking to overcome the Church’s dependence on the state for its
authority as a spiritual society, without sacrificing establishment. The con-
cluding section emphasises Henson’s steadfastness in upholding disestablish-
ment, from the first Prayer Book rejection until his death two decades later,
against the determination of leading figures within both Church and State to
maintain the establishment, though on their own terms.

I

The shattering effect of the Prayer Book rejection on Henson was deeper
andmore enduring than that of any other churchman, and this is crucial

 Green, ‘Hensley Henson, the prayer book controversy and the conservative case
for disestablishment’.  Noted in Chadwick, Hensley Henson, .
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to understanding his position subsequently. Striking in this respect is the
letter book into which he copied his outgoing letters between March 
and February . He roughly tore out the pages (a total of ) containing
all the copied texts of his letters written from April until December 
– shortly after the first rejection on  December. The volume survived
intact until  when he read through it again while writing his autobiog-
raphy. At first, henoted ‘the very important part in the final phases of the P. B.
Revision effort’ he had played, and the ‘curiosity’ that was shown in the
position he adopted when it failed. But after returning to it several times
during the next fortnight, his mood seems to have changed: referring to ‘a
hectic struggle with accumulated papers, of reckless destruction alternating
with fatuous conservation’, the  to  letter book evidently fell victim
to the destructionwhile the two subsequent letter books he had been reading
at the same time escaped unscathed.

An explanation of his action lies in the original letters where these have
survived in the papers of their recipients. Several touch upon the subject of
Prayer Book revision, expressing confidence that the measure would pass,
despite strong opposition both from within and outside of the Church, a
notable change from his pessimism about its prospects the previous year.
When the pages of the letter book resume intact towards the end of
December, his sombreness of mood is apparent. To one correspondent, he
wrote: ‘The situation is a very grave one, and I hardly know how to express
myself wisely.My forecast as to the inevitable consequence of theEnablingAct
has been soon & but too fully authenticated. It means Disestablishment.’

He also referred to the Enabling Act of  in other letters as the
momentousness of the defeat sank in. The establishment, he wrote to a
young clergyman, could not survive the legislation. From a ‘large, loose,
anomalous system, Hookerian in principle, and paradoxical in practice’,
the Church now emulated the autonomy of the colonial Churches, though
these had never been either established, or disestablished. Even if, on a
second submission of the Book, the House of Commons agreed to ‘“eat the
leek’”, the establishment was condemned by this ‘rough reminder of
what it has come to mean’. He added, tellingly, ‘I am very distressed.’

 See the stubs of the torn pages of HHH  between p.  and p. .
 Henson journal, entry for  Aug. .  Ibid. entry for  Aug. .
 Henson to Randall Davidson,  Sept. , LPL,  , fos –; Henson to

James Marchant,  Nov. , Bodleian Library, Oxford,  Eng. Lett. c. ; Henson
to George Nimmins,  Apr., Nov. , HHH , , . For his gloomier view
the previous year see Henson journal, entry for  Nov. .

 Henson to W. D. Caröe (architectural advisor for Durham Cathedral),  Dec.
, HHH , –.

 OED, ‘leek’, b: ‘to submit to humiliation under compulsion’.
 Henson to Ernest Henson (his second cousin),  Dec. , HHH , –

.
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In a letter to Inge – one of the last to remain intact in the damaged letter
book in the months before the rejection – he had already made clear that
he regarded disestablishment as a foregone conclusion, even though at the
time he still expected parliament to accept the Prayer Book measure. He
maintained that the revised Prayer Book would not in itself solve the
problem of clerical indiscipline, the problem of ritualist priests who
refused to adhere to the Book of Common Prayer. The archaic system of
ecclesiastical courts under ultimate lay control prevented the Church from
addressing it in any meaningful way. However, if the measure succeeded,
the Church would at least emerge from the process of disestablishment
without the ‘destructive disruption’ it would suffer were it to fail.

As even these modest hopes for Prayer Book reform faded rapidly, he
condemned the vote in the House of Commons, not least the action of the
home secretary, Sir William Joynson-Hicks, and the attorney-general, Sir
Thomas Inskip, in voting against the measure; both were members of the
Church Assembly which had approved the Prayer Book in July , if only
by a five to two majority in the House of Laity, though as he wrote in his
journal at the time, ‘a considerably better majority … than any of us had
dared to hope’.The twoministers should have been bound by ‘corporate
obligation’ to uphold the assembly’s decisions, he wrote to Lord Stamford-
ham, the king’s private secretary, with whomhe had been on friendly terms
for some years. He was equally, if not more, incensed by the role they had
played in ensuring that a majority of Free Church MPs also voted against
the measure.

It is clear that Henson was responsible for the assertion of the ‘inherent
spiritual authority of the Church’ in the statement that was issued by
Davidson and Cosmo Lang – archbishop of York – immediately after the
defeat, which he had assisted in drafting at Davidson’s request.He noted
with evident satisfaction the Manchester Guardian’s perception of a ‘veiled
threat’ in the assertion amid the statement’s otherwise ‘moderate and
dignified aspect’, leaving the newspaper wondering whether this was ‘the
language of a State Church’. In January , he preached what Chad-
wick described as an ‘electrifying sermon’ in Cambridge, advocating ‘spir-
itual independence’ for the Church and urging resistance to the

 Henson to W. R. Inge,  Mar. , HHH , – at pp. –.
 Henson journal, entry for  July .
 Henson to Lord Stamfordham,  Dec. , The Royal Archives, Windsor,

RA/PS/GV/C/O//. For his pleasure in attending an event in his diocese at
which the MP for a Sunderland constituency, the Wesleyan Luke Thompson, spoke out
against the rejection following the second submission see Henson journal, entry for
 June .

 Henson journal, entries for ,  Dec. ; for the full statement see ‘The
Prayer Book … statement by the archbishops’, The Times,  Dec. , .

 Henson journal, entry for  Dec. .
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temptation to yield to ‘the comforts and conveniences of religious com-
promise’. Yet the loss of faith in the establishment that the sermon
signalled was not a face-saving exercise following his speech to the House
of Lords on the eve of the first Commons vote, as Chadwick has claimed;
on the contrary, it was driven by the conviction that the anomaly implicitly
acknowledged in the Enabling Act by which what he now regarded as a
de-Christianised House of Commons continued to legislate for the Church
on spiritual matters had indeed become intolerable.Nor, crucially, was it
unrelated to wider shifts in his thought. This became apparent during the
next few years as he reflected on the widespread opposition to disestab-
lishment in religious circles, and with growing concern at the threats to the
Church of continuing as an established Church.

II

In correspondence with Davidson immediately after the second rejection in
June , Henson urged the archbishop to take a principled stand against
it. He suggested the submission of a ‘petition of right’ to parliament following
the precedent set in ; this would emphasise that ‘on no theory of the
church, Catholic or Protestant, can the present House of Commons be held
competent to direct the Church of England in matters spiritual’. He also
suggested the placing of a resolution at the head of the agenda of themeeting
of the Church Assembly in early July, affirming its conviction that ‘spiritual
independence… is, andmust ever be, the inalienable heritage of the Church
Universal, and in duemeasure of theChurch of England, as a living branch of
the same, subject only to the Law of Christ’.

The absence of reference here to the national status of the Church
marked a clear departure from the position thatHensonhad taken publicly
in the years preceding and during the passage of the Enabling bill. Perhaps
because of this omission he doubted that Davidson would agree, or that the
assembly would pass the resolution even if he did; yet it was important, he

 Chadwick, Hensley Henson, ; Hensley Henson, ‘Church and state in England’,
in The Book and the vote, London , – at pp. –.

 Chadwick, ‘The idea of a national Church’, .
 Hensley Henson letter, ‘The Prayer-Book crisis’, Manchester Guardian,  May

, . See also his two letters on ‘Spiritual independence’, The Times,  July ,
, and  July , ; the former was part of an exchange with Joynson-Hicks, the
latter with the Evangelical churchman Lord Cushendun. See also ‘Spiritual independ-
ence’, Guardian,  July , .

 Henson to Davidson,  June , HHH , – at p. ; other aspects of
the letter are cited in J. D. Martell, ‘The Prayer-Book Controversy, –’, unpubl.
MA diss. Durham , –.

 Henson to Davidson,  June , HHH , – at pp. –; Henson
journal, entry for  June .
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maintained in a letter to Lang outlining his proposal, to make clear the
principles at stake.

In the event, the bishops’ meeting in late June decided against a reso-
lution in the assembly, favouring instead a statement on their behalf by
Archbishop Davidson.During the meeting, Henson had passed a memo-
randum to Davidson setting out ‘the four salient features of the Situation’
and three requirements of the Church in response; Davidson had pencilled
his agreement on the document, and asked to retain it.As in the previous
year following the first rejection, Henson’s robust views found clear expres-
sion in the archbishop’s statement delivered on the bishops’ behalf. It
asserted as ‘a fundamental principle that the Church – that is the Bishops,
together with the Clergy and the Laity – must in the last resort, when its
mind has been fully ascertained, retain its inalienable right, in loyalty to our
Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, to formulate its Faith in Him and to arrange
the expression of that Holy Faith in its forms of worship’.

Yet even then, Henson suspected that Davidson would favour ‘diplo-
matic opportunism’ over decisive action in his usual way. Moreover, the
effect of the unanimous support for the statement that Davidson secured,
even though two bishops had voted against the revised Prayer Book in the
House of Lords, was to deprive it ‘of all value either as a protest or as a
declaration of principle’.

This despair of the Church leadership intensified following the bishops’
meeting in September . Henson was quick to note in his journal the
‘ambiguous and temporising’ approach to Church and State relations of
Davidson’s successor, Lang, andWilliamTemple, who had succeeded Lang
as archbishop of York; in this, he continued, they reflected ‘very obviously
the sentiments of the politicians to whom they owed their preferment’.At
the meeting, Lang had disclosed that ‘leading men’ with whom he had
been in conversation had urged a ‘quiet interval’ in which opinion might
settle on a revision of the establishment. To Henson’s question as to
whether any ‘sane man’ believed that parliament would be amenable to
a revision that would guarantee the Church against a repetition of its recent
experience, there had apparently been no response. Alongside the

 Henson to Cosmo Lang,  June , HHH , – at p. .
 For Henson’s dismay at this decision, even though he knew a resolution could be

put to the vote, thereby exposing divisions in the assembly, see ‘Reflections on the
crisis’, The Bishoprick  (Aug. ), – at p. .

 Henson journal, entry for  June .
 Church Assembly: report of proceedings,  July , ix/, ; The Times,  July , .
 Henson journal, entry for  June .  Ibid. entries for  June,  July .
 Ibid. entry for  Sept. . See also Henson to Lord Selborne,  Dec. ,

HHH , .
 Henson journal, entry for  Sept. . See also Henson to Vernon Storr,  Aug.

, HHH , – at pp. –.
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launch of diocesan synods to consult their clergy, the most his fellow
bishops would countenance was that during the present ‘emergency’ and
acting in their legal and administrative capacity, they would be guided by
the re-revised Prayer Book of  in considering discipline cases. How-
ever, they agreed to Henson’s insistence that departures from the 
book should require the consent of the parochial church council. Henson
was part of the committee that drafted the statement to this effect as
published in national newspapers at the conclusion of the meeting.

The hesitancy of the two new archbishops – Lang especially – in response to
thedefeatproved vexing in theextreme.Followinga conversationwithLangon
a train from London back to the north a fortnight after the bishops’meeting,
he noted Lang’s ‘almost jubilant optimism about the situation. The Synods are
proceeding excellently: and theEnablingActwill be revisedwithout difficulty!!’
He commented, ‘So much for “spiritual independence”!’

Nevertheless, Henson persisted in his efforts to raise the debate to a
higher level, both of principle and action. He seized the opportunity of an
invitation by a clearly sympathetic editor to write an article on the after-
math of the rejection of the Prayer Book measure for the journal the
Nineteenth Century. Importantly, what became a plea for ‘an agreed meas-
ure of disestablishment’ – or ‘Disestablishment by consent’ –was addressed
as much to Free Churchmen as to Henson’s fellow churchmen. He
sought their assistance in securing a generous policy of disendowment,
one that would spare the Church the dependence on voluntary contribu-
tions that the Free Churches themselves endured, and the surrender of
sacred buildings to secular control and even use. He pointed out that
disestablishment was no longer the political issue it had been in the later
decades of the nineteenth century as ecclesiastical factors lost their salience
in national politics; it was now a moral issue, bearing upon the Church’s
capacity to influence conscience if subjected to secular authority inmatters
of faith. He invoked the ‘honest goodwill’ between the Church and the
Free Churches that had underlain the ‘copious language of spiritual
brotherhood’ in recent years – a reference to the ‘Lambeth Appeal to all
Christian People’ of  and the reunion talks it had accelerated, before
stalling in  on the critical issue of episcopal ordination. But he
warned against the socially divisive effect over several generations of a

 BM , LPL, – Sept. , – at p. ; The Times,  Sept. , .
 Henson journal, entry for  Nov. . Henson refused to hold a synod in

Durham, for fear of further stimulating an already excessive ‘self-assertiveness’ among
the clergy: Henson to Edward Watson,  Oct. , HHH , .

 Henson to Carrol Romer,  Nov. , HHH , .
 Including, privately, Joynson-Hicks: Henson journal, entry for  Nov. .
 ‘Disestablishment by consent’, –; ‘Reflections on the crisis’, .
 For Henson’s support of the Free Churches in these talks see Henson to George

Bell,  July , LPL,  Bell , fos – at fo. v.
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forcible disestablishment of the Church. If and, more likely in his view,
when that happened, progress towards Christian reunion would halt indef-
initely.

In raising this spectre, he may have relied upon the unstinting service he
had given since  to the cause of ‘home reunion’ among the Protestant
Churches inBritain, though firmlywithin the ‘tradition andmachinery’of the
Church as established. However, the good relations he had fostered with
Nonconformity now seemed to count for little. Broadly, FreeChurch opinion
had become reconciled to the establishment, and the remnants which con-
tinued to favour disestablishment in the interests of Protestant reunion
regarded this as amatter for the Church alone.Henson expressed his sense
of frustration to Scott Lidgett – a prominent Wesleyan – at the Athenaeum
concerning the ‘mean behaviour’ of Nonconformists towards the Church in
its struggle for spiritual liberty. Certainly, Carnegie Simpson, Presbyterian
leader andmoderator of the Federal Council of the Free Churches, had been
sharply critical of his Cambridge sermon in . Lidgett undertook to
press Henson’s case, though he feared ‘the hard and uncompromising
temper’ of his co-religionists.

Henson’s article in The Nineteeth Century elicited just one response from
his fellow bishops: Albert David, bishop of Liverpool. Writing in his dio-
cesan magazine, David proposed the ‘sharing’ of the Church’s rights and
responsibilities with ‘some’ of the Free Churches as an alternative to
disestablishment. This would ensure that the Church’s demand for ‘more
freedom’ was ‘more wisely shaped, and more securely given’ than if it were
made solely from within, strengthening reunion prospects at the same
time.

Unsurprisingly, Henson found David’s article neither ‘strong, or wise, or
even effective’.He took the bishop to task in an appendix to the first part

 ‘Disestablishment by consent’, –.
 Henson to the Unitarian leader, Joseph Lloyd Thomas,  June , copied into

his journal of that date; Henson, ‘An appeal for unity’ (), in Godly union and
concord, London , –.

 Philip Williamson, ‘What happened to political Nonconformity?’, in Paul Read-
man and Geraint Thomas (eds), Culture, thought and belief in British political life since
: essays in honour of Jonathan Parry, Woodbridge , – at p. . For Free
Church acceptance of establishment see Owen Chadwick, The Victorian Church, ii,
London , .

 Carnegie Simpson, ‘The Anglican Church and spiritual freedom’, British Weekly
( Feb. ), .

 Henson journal, entry for Oct. . Albert Peel, a leading Congregationalist,
recalled the climate of Nonconformist opinion following the rejection in similar terms,
and his disagreement with it, in a letter to Henson copied out in Henson journal, entry
for  Dec. .

 Albert David, ‘Establishment and reunion’, Liverpool Review iv (Feb. ), –.
 Henson journal, entry for  Feb. , and Henson reply to David,  Feb. ,

HHH , –.
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of his diocesan Charge in , published asDisestablishment later that year.
After exposing the fallacies on which David’s expansive model of establish-
ment was based, including that of reunion, he reiterated his conception of
disestablishment as outlined in the article as ‘the substitution of one kind of
establishment for another, the addition of the Church of England to the
number of Established Free Churches’. By this he meant that ‘state
recognition’ – of rules, doctrine, discipline and so on – was an inescapable
feature of all Churches, whether established or free.

Neither of the two new archbishops engaged withHenson on the issue of
disestablishment, instead quickly seeking to safeguard the establishment
without addressing alternatives. What he regarded as their ‘complaisance’
was apparent in their joint pastoral letter of June . In several letters
to bishops at the time, Henson poured scorn on the only solution to the
crisis the archbishops seemed able to advance: a plea for increased Bible-
reading among congregations. As he wrote to Temple in August, he
could not but feel that without a firm response to the rejection, entailing
a clear assertion (once again) of the ‘inherent spiritual authority of the
Christian society’, a ‘policy of acquiescence’ would prevail, which would
inevitably become ‘a policy of surrender’.

At the York convocation in July , he had moved the two resolutions
relating to a memorandum by the archbishops and bishops following
consultation with the clergy and laity. They confirmed that, as an ‘emer-
gency’ measure, the bishops would not take action against the use of any
‘additions or deviations’ from the  Book consistent with the proposed
Prayer Book of , while ensuring that practices consistent with neither
would cease. In support of the proposal, he pointed out that, although
without legal status, it embodied the discretion the bishops were
empowered to exercise collectively, ending the long-running practice of
the exercise of authority by individual bishops acting alone.

However, he placed the strongest emphasis on the principles informing
the resolutions, warning that the ‘administration’ of the revised Prayer

 Hensley Henson, Disestablishment, London , ; ‘Disestablishment by con-
sent’, –; and also ‘The need for disestablishment’, The Listener ( Apr. ), .

 E. R. Norman, Church and Society in England, –: a historical study, Oxford
, –.  The Times,  July , .

 Henson to the bishop of Southwark (Cyril Garbett), Aug. , HHH , ;
Henson to the bishop of Oxford (Thomas Strong),  Sept. , HHH , ;
Henson to Garbett,  Sept. , HHH , –; Henson to the bishop of Carlisle
(Henry Williams),  Sept. , HHH , –.

 Henson to William Temple,  Aug. , HHH , – at pp. –.
 ‘Memorandum of the archbishops and bishops’,  July , York Journal of Convo-

cation, containing the acts and debates of the convocation of the province of York, York , –;
for his role in drafting the resolutions see BM , LPL, – June , .

 ‘Memorandum of the archbishops and bishops’, .
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Book without legal sanction could not continue indefinitely. Much would
depend on how far the nation was prepared to suffer a situation that many
professed to find intolerable; much, too, on whether the widespread
practice of lawlessness in the Church continued. Yet crucial to understand-
ing the merely interim nature of the memorandum’s provisions was the
‘primary duty of the Church as a spiritual society’, that is, to itself, which
only disestablishment with all its hardships could satisfy fully. He was
persuaded that this view was widely shared following ‘assurances’ he had
received from fellow churchmen in recent weeks.

It was a large claim, though perhaps calculated as such to accentuate the
seriousness of the Church’s predicament. He wrote in his journal that he
had been at pains to convey ‘both the revolutionary character of the
proposals, and the slender likelihood of their working successfully’.
While they were passed in both convocations, albeit against substantial
opposition, there seemed little prospect of unity around the revised
Prayer Book while the Church remained established.

As such, Henson became increasingly impatient with the delay in the
appointment of the commission on Church and State relations, first
announced in Davidson’s statement of July  on the bishops’ behalf. He
wrote toLang’s secretary,MervynHaigh, inOctober, giving notice of his
intention of tabling a motion at the bishops’meeting in November urging its
appointment, only to be thwarted by Lang; the issue, Lang maintained at
the October meeting, would have to be postponed until the following
February, as more pressing business would occupy themeeting inNovember.
In a defiant speech, Henson questioned Lang’s sense of priorities. In his
journal afterwards, he wrote of the ‘genuine lack of purpose in their Graces
which provides a disconcerting commentary on their words’.

Nevertheless, he lent strong support to Temple’s resolution in favour of
the commission’s appointment at the meeting of the Church Assembly in
February .He had signalled his intention of doing so in a long letter
to The Times during the preceding week. It was both ‘natural and reason-
able’, he wrote, that all measures short of disestablishment that would
‘purge the Establishment of its Erastian features’ should be considered.

 Ibid. –.
 Henson journal, entry for  July ; this interpretation was contested by the

bishop of Sheffield (Leonard Burrows), ‘Memorandum of the archbishops and
bishops’, .  Henson journal, entries for ,  July .

 Henson to Mervyn Haigh,  Oct. , in Haigh papers, LPL,  , –.
 Henson journal, entry for  Oct. ; Henson’s contribution to the meeting

and that of others were not included in the official record of this discussion.
 Henson speech to the Church Assembly,  Feb. : Church Assembly: report of

proceedings, xi/, – at p. .
 Hensley Henson, ‘Church and State: the parliamentary veto’, The Times,  Jan.

, .
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Whether he believed that a remodelled establishment could satisfy this
exacting requirement is uncertain. Lang clearly thought not, for he
rebuked Henson for his precipitousness in promoting disestablishment
in his closing speech to the assembly. Instead, he commended the Scottish
Church as an example of what might be achieved in securing both estab-
lishment status and freedom for the Church of England.

For Henson, however, the Scottish model as defined by the Articles
Declaratory of the Church’s Constitution made lawful by the Church of
Scotland Act of  was not only of little value, hanging, as it now did by
the thinnest of constitutional threads – the high commissioner’s presence
in the General Assembly; it was also flawed. This claim was central to his
review of Carnegie Simpson’s book The Church and the State in July ,
which celebrated the impending unification of the Church with theUnited
Free Church of Scotland in October that year. ‘United’ the Scottish
Church may now have become, Henson wrote; but in what sense could it
be considered ‘national’, other than in the prestige it had long enjoyed –

and continued to enjoy – in Scottish society, unlike its English equivalent?
The claim of a Church to be ‘national’ in the sense of established, was
conditional upon the state’s acknowledgement of Christian principles in its
legislation, the quid pro quo for ecclesiastical control. In the past, he
maintained, ‘Establishment has implied also Christianisation’, but this
was no longer the case: ‘The modern democratic State is not only secular,
but everywhere tending to become secularist.’ He concluded that the
 Act amounted to an act of disestablishment without disendowment,
its ‘easy passage’ explained more by its ‘regularisation of an actual state of
affairs [rather] than a great constitutional change’.

Others in the Church, for example the leading layman LordHugh Cecil,
took amore sanguine view of the established Church, both in Scotland and
England. Quickly making a virtue of necessity following the bishops’ reso-
lutions of , Cecil dismissed the suggestion that the Church would be
freer under disestablishment than it was under establishment. With refer-
ence to Henson, he maintained that the current freedom it enjoyed had
much to recommend it: the freedom of ‘laxity’ in which variety of liturgical
practice was ‘canalised’ within the broad limits of the revised Book, volun-
tary obedience providing the basis of discipline. He compared it favourably
with the freedomenjoyed by disestablishedChurches as in Ireland: tomake
rules which were rigidly enforced by the state in its duty of upholding

 President’s speech, The Chronicle of Convocation of Canterbury, being a record of the
proceedings of the Convocation of Canterbury,  Feb. , London , – at p. .

 Hensley Henson, ‘The Church and the State’, Review of the Churches vi/ (),
– at p. ; Patrick Carnegie Simpson, The Church and the State, London ,
, .  Henson, ‘The Church and the State’, –.  Ibid. –.
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‘contract’ should they be transgressed. ‘Outlawry’, Cecil asserted in rela-
tion to the present condition of the Church, ‘was not equivalent to being a
“Church in chains”.’ In addition, disestablishment of the Church of
England would almost certainly entail disestablishment of the Church of
Scotland, where, happily, the problem of reconciling autonomy and estab-
lishment had been solved.

Henson appears not to have noticed Cecil’s essay. Certainly, Cecil’s
apparently untroubled embrace of ‘outlawry’ would not have recom-
mended itself to him even if he had; he once described himself as a
‘fanatically legalistic bishop’, and never used the Revised Prayer Book
himself. Cecil’s approach was of the same order as the ‘belittling inter-
pretation’ of the proposed commission on Church and State that Henson
perceived in Lang’s concluding speech to the assembly in February ,
reinforcing his determination to adhere to his own understanding of what
Temple’s resolution entailed in turn. He declined the invitation to
appear as a witness once the commission on Church and State was estab-
lished, setting out his reasons in a letter that was published towards the end
of its report. A major consideration, he wrote, was not wanting to lend
encouragement to the assumption in the resolution that had been passed
by the assembly that the establishment could be altered to serve better the
Church’s interests as a spiritual organisation.

On the report’s publication, Henson noted its assertion that disestab-
lishment would be preferable to the indefinite continuation of the
Church’s present position; but he considered both this and the commis-
sion’s ambitious proposals for reform unlikely to be pressed. While he
received a standing ovation for his speech on the report at the Church
Assembly in February , dismissing the report as incapable of delivering
the Church from its servitude to the State, once again disestablishment
found no support, and was – he maintained – bitterly opposed at the
Church’s extremes.

 Lord Hugh Cecil, ‘The Church Assembly and the relations of Church and State’,
in F. Partridge (ed.), The Church Assembly and the Church: a book of essays, London ,
–, –; ‘…’ Henson, ‘Disestablishment and consent’, .

 Cecil, ‘The Church Assembly and the relations of Church and State’, –.
 Henson journal, entry for  Oct. .
 Ibid. entries for  Apr.  and  May .  Ibid. entry for  Feb. .
 Church and state: report of the archbishops’ commission on relations between Church and

state (hereinafter cited as Church and state report), London , ii. – at p. .
 Henson journal, entry for  Mar. . See also volume lxxvi of his Journal,

which he turned upside down at the back, filling several pages with his wider comments
on the commission’s report.

 Church Assembly proceedings, ‘Church and state’, xviii ( Feb. ), –; Henson
journal, entry for  Dec. .
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However, it was not only a perceived failure of will in the Church that
turned him against establishment; by the mid-s, he had come to
regard the wider goal of Christian unity with which his defence of the
establishment had been closely associated as merely a cant phrase. In
part, this reflected a growing sense of the futility of reunion efforts while the
bishops continued to insist on episcopacy as ‘the unam necessarium of a
Christian Church’. Equally, though, it reflected his increasing disillusion-
ment with Protestantism across the Free Church and Anglican Evangelical
divide, and emphasis instead on the Church as a spiritual society distinct
from both the nation and the state.

III

Famously, in his speech to the House of Lords on the eve of the first
Commons vote, Henson had referred to the notorious reference he had
made earlier that year to the ‘Protestant underworld’ as the chief obstacle
to Prayer Book reform. By that term, he explained, he had meant the
extreme ‘Evangelical party’ in the Church, in contrast to Evangelicals who
abided by the conventions of controversy, as appropriate to ‘Christian
men’. He kept this Evangelical party firmly in his sights, condemning
the disproportionate influence over clerical appointments it wielded
through patronage trusts, and consequently its detachment from the
Church at parish and diocesan level. However, the basis of his antipathy
to Protestantism widened as his disaffection with the established Church
increased.

Most obviously, this was due to a perception that Protestantism had
become an empty religious shell, the vehicle instead for a visceral patriot-
ism. In his correspondence with Lord Stamfordham following the first
rejection cited earlier, he emphasised the dissonance between a strongly
Protestant nation and – since the Enabling Act – ‘that small part of it that
constituted the Church of England’; the latter was now ‘rapidly ceasing to
be Protestant in the old sense at all’.

 Henson journal, entry for  July .
 Henson to C. F. D’Arcy, Oct. , in E. F. Braley (ed.), Letters of Herbert Hensley

Henson, London , –; Henson journal, entry for  Oct. . See also David
M. Thompson, ‘The unity of the Church in twentieth-century England: pleasing dream
or common calling?’, in Robert Swanson (ed.), Unity and diversity in the Church (Studies
in Church History xxxii, ), – at pp. –.

 Debates of the House of Lords,  Dec. , LXIX, cc. –; see also ‘Protest-
ant underworld’, letter, Yorkshire Post and Leeds Intelligencer,  June , .

 Letter, ‘Appointment of incumbents’, The Times,  Dec. , . See also Sibbes
and Simeon: an essay on patronage trusts, London .

 Henson to Lord Stamfordham,  Dec. , The Royal Archives, RA/PS/GV/
C/O//.
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However, forHenson, it was less the ‘lethargic bigotry’ of the English that
was responsible for the defeat than the Celtic influences that had stirred it
up. Drawing a parallel with the Gordon riots of , he specifically
targeted Rosslyn Mitchell, one of the MPs who spoke most vehemently
against the Prayer Book measure. He wrote in his journal that Mitchell
‘possessed that “perfervidum igenium Scotturum”, which, set ablaze by
“religious passion”, is as irresistible as aHighland stream in spate’. Hewrote
bitterly, too, of theWelshMPs, led by LloydGeorge, whohad also sealed the
measure’s fate and for similar reasons: in conjunction with ‘“Labour”’, they
ensured that ‘the disaster was engineered and achieved’.

Less salient but equally significant, was the repugnance he now felt for
widespread perceptions of the ‘moral superiority’ of Protestantism against
Roman Catholicism. Writing in his journal at Easter , he recalled his
own affirmation of this view forty years earlier when his interest in reunion
had awakened. This had owed much to the ‘undue severity’ with which he
had regarded ‘Roman devotion and discipline’. However, while his dislike
of Rome remained, the modern face of Protestantism in the ‘supercilious,
self-indulgent rationalism’ of the Modernists, on the one hand, and the
‘canting commercialism of the Sectaries’ – a reference to Quakerism and
the Puritan sects of Protestant America – on the other, could not seem
further from the Mind of Christ.

Henson’s antipathy towards these forms of Protestantism intensified as
he observed the success with which Frank Buchman’s Group movement
took hold in the Church in the s, extending to high-placed figures in
public life such as Lord Salisbury. He expressed his concerns in the first
part of his third quadrennial Charge in , particularly the movement’s
‘adolescent character’. In this light, the failure of the Prayer Book to satisfy
those who craved the excitement of ‘house parties’ in enriching their
spiritual life – a central pillar of Groupism – was to its credit. He also
emphasised the movement’s ‘indifferen[ce] to the spiritual needs of une-
vangelizedmankind’, a trait that its creed ofmorbid self-absorption shared
with Quakerism.

Perturbed by the Groups’ popularity, he wrote an acerbic preface to Ray
Strachey’s Group movements of the past in . This was a reissue of Stra-
chey’s edition of the notes of her grandmother, Hannah Whitall Smith, on
some of the religious movements that had swept through America in the
nineteenth century, and was written in reaction against her pietistic

 Henson journal, entry for  Sept. .  Ibid. entry for  Apr. .
 Ibid. entries for ,  Feb. ;  Apr. .
 Hensley Henson, The Group movement: being the first part of the charge delivered at the

third quadrennial visitation of his diocese together with an introduction, London , .
 Henson journal, entry for  Oct. .  Henson, The Group movement, .
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upbringing by the Friends. He pointed to the ‘seductive appearance of
humble faith’ common to both Smith’s early experiences and Groupism,
leading to the ‘morally disintegrating’ effects of ‘spiritual arrogance’ as a
result. Their shared fanaticism,Henson asserted, was rooted in the suspension
of intellect.

He was careful to keep mainstream Free Churchmanship out of his
indictment of Groupism and its Quaker forerunner, drawing a clear dis-
tinction between them on several accounts, not least, those they sought to
convert: the ‘spiritually neglected masses’ on the one hand, and the
‘leisured and well-to-do classes’ on the other. However, his disillusion-
ment with older traditions of Nonconformity was coloured by deepening
hostility towards Protestantism more widely and its recent ‘Group’ off-
shoot. The American face of both was one problem; another was their
‘sect’mentality and the human type it represented. This seemed to harden
them both against the openness to all believers of the Catholic Church, as
represented in the Church of England, reinforcing the ‘Church’ and ‘Sect’
distinction drawn by the German sociologist, Ernest Troeltsch.

In this context, Henson warmed to the spirit of Anglo-Catholicism and its
Tractarian roots, if not to the illegal liturgical practices of some of its
adherents. In accepting the invitation of the English Church Union
(ECU) to preach to the Anglo-Catholic Congress at the Royal Albert Hall
in , he used freely the language of the Church as a ‘spiritual society’
which Anglo-Catholics had been instrumental in promoting, and which he
had rejected previously in resisting the campaign for ‘spiritual autonomy’
in the Church leading up to the Enabling Act. Similarly, at a centenary
lecture on the Oxford Movement in Durham Cathedral three years later,
also delivered at the invitation of the ECU, he maintained that the Church
had always been more than the nation, even at the height of erastianism in
Georgian and early-Victorian England, as the affirmation of the ‘Divine
Society’ by Joseph Butler, one of his most illustrious predecessors, made
clear. At another centenary lecture for the Movement, also delivered
under the auspices of the ECU, in London three days later, he argued that
‘Freedommeans for us [Anglicans] in England the end of the State connex-
ion, Disestablishment’, even though since the Prayer Book rejection, ‘the

 Henson, introduction to Ray Strachey (ed.), Group movements of the past and
experiments in guidance, London , , .  Henson, The Group movement, –.

 See his critical comments on Protestant Christianity in America (Strachey, Group
movements, ), echoing his impressions during a visit there in ; see also Henson
journal, entry for  Aug. .  Henson journal, entry for  Aug. .

 Henson, ‘Church and State in England’, in The Bishoprick papers, London ,
– at p. ; Stapleton, ‘Herbert Hensley Henson, J. N. Figgis and the archbishops’
committee’.

 Henson, ‘The Oxford Movement’, in The Bishoprick papers, – at p. .
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prison’ in which the Church was kept ‘had been made as comfortable as
possible’.

However, he recognised the reluctance to embrace disestablishment
even in ECU circles, and for less creditable reasons than has been sug-
gested, those of tradition, sentimental attachment, and in the case of many
leading Anglo-Catholic politicians, as part of their Conservative out-
looks. As he reflected after the lecture, while Anglo-Catholics seemed
sympathetic to disestablishment, they also feared the greater threat it posed
to their law-breaking practices than establishment.Hehadnoted several
years earlier their failure to grasp the connection between assertions of the
‘inherent authority’ of the Church against the House of Commons, on the
one hand, and against lawless clergymen, on the other. It also worried
him that their indiscipline encouraged Modernists in seeking to shape the
next Prayer Book revision in their favour. He must have felt acutely
the frustration of recognising Anglo-Catholicism as the centre of vitality in
the Church in the s, and not – as its Protestant critics maintained – the
main cause of religious decline in Britain, while failing to harness its
support for disestablishment.

Neither the ECU, nor Henson, sought further co-operation. The con-
cerns he had expressed at its gatherings found little resonance elsewhere
either, for example, among fellow members of Grillions, the elite dining
club, where disestablishment provided the main subject of an after-dinner
conversation in . Of the nine members present, all of whom were
friendly to the Church and interested in religion, only one – the Presby-
terian Lord Stonehaven – ‘had the faintest notion of what a spiritual society
must mean’.

About the inevitability and urgency of disestablishment, though, he
remained convinced. As he had told the Lambeth Conference in ,
the contradiction between the secular state that had been ‘created’ by
modern democracy and the claim of the Church of England to represent
‘national Christianity’ through the establishment was unsustainable.His
intention was to hold the English bishops to their declaration of principle
the previous year in now voting upon his reformulation of a Conference
resolution (probably Resolution ) that presumed their freedom to act

 HensleyHenson, ‘TheOxfordMovement an assertion of the Church’s freedom’,
in The centenary sermons of the Oxford Movement, London , –.

 Grimley, Citizenship, community, and the Church of England, –.
 Henson journal, entry for  July .  Ibid. entry for  Dec. .
 Ibid. entry for  June .  Ibid. entry for  Jan. .
 Ibid. entry for  Nov. .  Ibid. entry for  Aug. .
 The Lambeth Conference Resolutions Archive, , Resolution , The Angli-

can Communion – Provincial Organisation, at <http://www.anglicancommunion.org/
media//> at p. , accessed  February .
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independently of the state. But while he received rapturous applause, the
basis of his appeal to ‘spiritual liberty’ was sui generis; as his speech sug-
gested, it went beyond the Church’s recent travails to wider areas of
thought and belief with which he alone seemed to engage.

IV

Central to Henson’s reassessment of establishment was a conception of
modern democracy as indifferent to religion, at best, and hostile, at worst.
This was mostly worked out in his journal following the advent of near-
universal suffrage after the First World War. For example, in , follow-
ing his reading of François Aulard, first professional historian of the French
Revolution, he wrote of modern democracy as having ‘taken away the
Christian masque [from] the pagan countenance of European society’.
Not long afterwards, in an incisive paper read to the Church Congress at
Cheltenham, he questioned the claim that the Church represented the
‘spiritual organ of the nation’. Insofar as this was true, hemaintained, it was
reflected more in the influence of the Church’s teachings on society than
in its constitutional role. But he denied that even at this level, modern
civilisation – or ‘Christendom’ – was identical with Christianity. Christian
influence within Christendom could only ever be limited, its hold fragile
and precarious, even more so, he claimed, than in pagan society, which
otherwise shared religion as the ‘ground-stone of its thinking’.

Here, he differed from others in the Church, including his erstwhile
friend Ralph Inge, dean of St Paul’s, and Sir Lewis Dibdin, the Church’s
leading ecclesiastical lawyer. In separate addresses in , both expressed
their confidence in the broad Christian faith of the Englishmasses, thereby
perpetuating what was for Henson the erroneous assumption of a ‘genu-
inely Christian nation’ that was central to the theory of the establish-
ment. But as he wrote to the political theorist and layman Ernest
Barker – who had remonstrated with him against disestablishment on,
among other issues, the question of the Church’s relation to the nation
that remained once ‘Los vom Staat’ (freedom from the state) had been
declared – the Church of England represented ‘rather a picturesque
memorial of the long-lost religious unity of the Nation than a recognition
of the nation’s religion’. He maintained that it was possible for laws to

 Henson journal, entry for  Aug. . For Aulard, see also Henson journal,
entries for  July  and  July .

 HensleyHenson, ‘The Church as the spiritual organ of the nation’, The Bishoprick
iv (Nov. ), – at p. .

 Henson journal, entries for ,  May ; for Henson’s doubts about Inge’s
familiarity with working people see entry for  January .
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recognise ‘and even favour religious societies, as in America and the
Colonies’, but without perpetuating the ‘territorial Christianity of the
Middle Ages’, of which the Church was now almost the sole survivor.

Against Barker’s ‘idealisation’ of the national Church,Henson set the
view of the Russian philosopher and exile Nicolas Berdyaev: that Christian-
ity was now returning to the position it had held before Constantine,
charged with re-conquering the world. The importance of asserting
the distinctiveness of the Church as a Christian society was especially
urgent, as the Soviet persecution of the Russian Church – the subject of a
brief but prominent protest movement in Britain in  –made clear.
A complicating factor, however, was that the Church had become ‘the
obsequious tool of the Czardom, and the consistent enemy of every form of
freedom’.

While these insights were drawn from accounts of revolutionary forms of
modern democracy, Henson regarded them as salutary for other societies,
including his own. He had long been interested in the consequences of
democratic change for society, religion and theChurch.His understanding in
this respect was shaped by leading intellectual liberals of the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries such as LordActon, Alexis deTocqueville and James
Bryce, of whom he had been a close friend. He quoted from their work and
engaged closely with it in his journal, on themes ranging from the importance
of restraining the exercise of popular power to the corruption of the demo-
cratic ethos by class, and the erosion of belief in democratic societies.
Reading Democracy in America in , he confessed to being drawn ‘vastly’ to
Tocqueville, noting, for example, his emphasis on the worldly character of
American religion, and distrust of ‘state religions’ as ‘always, sooner or later,
becom[ing] fatal to the Church’.

Hensonwas bynomeans alone amonghis contemporaries inhismisgivings
about democracy; as Stuart Middleton has argued, British intellectuals

 Henson to Barker,  Sept. , HHH , – at p. ; for Barker’s letter,
partially copied out, see Henson journal, entry for  Sept. .

 Henson journal, entry for  Jan. .
 Ibid. entry for  Sept. . He had been reading the chapter on the Russian

Revolution in Berdyaev’s recent book The end of our time, London .
 See Philip Williamson, ‘Britain and the Soviet war on religion: Labour Govern-

ment, Christian protest and the Churches, –’, this J lxxvii (),
forthcoming.  Henson journal, entry for  Mar. .

 Henson to Lord Sankey, Nov. , Sankey papers, Bodleian Library, Oxford,
 Sankey , fos r–v; Henson journal, entry for  June .

 OnActon seeHenson journal, entries for  June ,  Jan.  and May
; on Bryce see entries for May  and  Apr. ; on Bryce’s sensitivity to
context in assessing democracy see the magisterial study by H. S. Jones, Liberal worlds:
James Bryce and the democratic intellect, Princeton, NJ , esp. ch. vii.

 Henson journal, entries for  June,  July .
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questioned its resilience, merits, and even meaning throughout the interwar
period. However, most were progressives, concerned to mitigate what they
believedwere the adverse effects of democracy on ‘modern’government. In
contrast, much of Henson’s concern was rooted in a keen sense of the fragility
of the Christian Church in modern society under democratic rule. This went
beyond mere marginalisation as the state assumed many of the Churches’
social functions, a development on which he none the less commented
acerbically; in addition, as he wrote to Barker in the letter cited above:

I do not think that the actual circumstances of the Nation justify any longer the
maintenance of the Establishment, nor that the tendencies, social and political, now
prevailing in the national life will permit of its survival for any length of time. I think
we are moving quickly towards an avowed, and even a violent conflict between the
principles of Christianity on which the civilization which we call ‘Christian’ has
been built, and the principles of the modern and rival civilization which may be
called ‘secular’: and I would rather that the Church of England should confront
that crisis without the embarrassments and limitations of an ancient, anomalous,
and largely inoperative Establishment.

He became even more confirmed in this view as the events of the s
unfolded. Reading the Catholic historian Christopher Dawson’s Religion
and the modern state in  prompted him to remark that the Liberalism of
thinkers such as Barker concealed from them the ‘impulse of the modern
state’ to ‘dominate and control the whole life of society’, an impulse driven
by the secularisation of western culture. This was despite Barker’s
recognition that the Prayer Book debacle was without precedent in the
numerous conflicts between Church and State in the Middle Ages, the
Church being one order within a wider, distinctively Christian society.
For Henson, however, modern society was characterised by the separation
of the religious from the secular sphere; as well as the Prayer Book rejec-
tion, this was clear in the indifference of the British public to the plight of
the Christian Churches in Germany, certainly before the arrest of Martin
Niemöller in  and his trial the following year. In a letter toThe Times

 Stuart Middleton, ‘The crisis of democracy in interwar Britain’, HJ lxvi/
(), –.

 See, for example, Henson journal, entries for  Nov.  and  Mar. .
 Henson to Ernest Barker,  Sept. , HHH , – (my italics); see also

Henson to Hugh Cecil,  July , Hatfield House archives, Hertfordshire, QUI
, fo. r.  Henson journal, entry for  Aug. .

 Hensley Henson, ‘Ought the Establishment to be maintained?’, Political Quar-
terly, I/ (), – at p. ; Ernest Barker, Church, State, and study,
London , ; Henson journal, entry for  Aug. .

 Henson journal, entry for  Mar. . For the impact in Britain of Niemöller’s
arrest see Owen Chadwick, ‘The English bishops and the Nazis’, in Friends of Lambeth
Palace Library, Annual Report (), – at p. .

 J UL I A STAPLETON

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. 18 Jul 2026 at 08:14:18, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use.

https://www.cambridge.org/core


in June , Hensonwarned against the ‘delusion’ that the persecution of
Lutheran and Catholic pastors in Germany would stop short at the German
Ocean; in fighting ‘our battle’ as well as their own, they were entitled to
claim ‘something more than barren sympathy or blank unconcern’.

The letter was written to reinforce that of George Bell, bishop of Chich-
ester, published in The Times the previous day. One of the few bishops
actively engaged in opposing religious and racial persecution in
Germany,Bell had tabled amotion to this effect in the Church Assembly
the previous year. His letter to The Times cast doubt on Hitler’s recent call
for peace and friendship with Britain while Germany turned race into what
he called a new religion, with grave consequences for the Churches
there.However, at no point did he share Henson’s fear that the Church
in Britain would suffer a similar fate. In contrast, for Henson, the greater
store it now seemed to set by the pursuit of political influence than
safeguarding its independence was a major concern.

This is how he interpreted Lang’s statement on foreign policy in the
aftermath of Hitler’s occupation of the demilitarised zone in March 
following ameeting at Lambeth with Anglican, Free Church andChurch of
Scotland leaders to discuss the international situation. ‘Christian socialists
and themixedmultitudes of dissenters are vastly pleased at seeming to “call
the tune” in national politics’, he remarked sarcastically, adding that they
had ‘“no use” for the Church as a spiritual society’. While Lang claimed
to be acting merely as a medium for the gathering in a public letter
addressed to the prime minister, it is clear from other correspondence
that he was sympathetic to its conception of the need to ‘look forward
rather than backward’ in dealing with Germany, that is, away from the
Treaty of Versailles.

Henson delivered a blistering attack on Lang in the House of Lords in
May  in response to his support for the government’s effective accept-
ance of the Italian occupation of Abyssinia, reversing the archbishop’s own

 Henson, The Times,  June , . For the persecution see Andrew Chandler,
British Christians and the Third Reich, Cambridge , –.

 Chadwick, ‘The English bishops’, – at p.  for Henson’s distinctiveness
within this group.  George Bell, The Times,  June , .

 Henson journal, entry for  Mar. . For a perceptive account of how the
Church’s political role in Britain continued to develop in the twentieth century see
Peter Itzen, ‘Recognising secularisation: the Church of England in its struggle for a
political role (–)’, in Todd Weir and Hugh Mcleod (eds), Defending the faith:
global histories of apologetics and politics in the twentieth century, London , –.

 Cosmo Lang, ‘Need to rebuild peace system’, The Times, Mar. , . For fuller
discussion see Andrew Chandler, ‘The judgement of an archbishop: Cosmo Gordon Lang
and British foreign policy, –’, in Keith Robbins and John Fisher (eds), Religion and
diplomacy: religion and British foreign policy, Dordrecht , – at p. .
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support for the League of Nations against Italy in  at the same time.
He was in turn sharply criticised by the foreign secretary, Lord Halifax.
While conceding the superiority of Halifax’s speech, he reflected that the
‘final verdict’ on the debate turned on the keeping of Mussolini’s prom-
ises. More widely, however, Lang’s agreement with the government’s
decision to ‘abandon’ Abyssinia – repeated in his speech to Convocation
the following month – led Henson to question whether ‘primacy [occu-
pancy of the archbishopric of Canterbury] is congenial with moral inde-
pendence’. This would have further underlined the threat that
establishment posed to the Church’s spiritual integrity. Meanwhile, Bell –
like Lang a supporter of appeasement later that year –was leading a renewed
attempt to overcome the constraints of establishment in relation to the
Prayer Book.

V

The roots of Bell’s initiative lay in themain interim proposal of the report of
the archbishops’ commission on Church and State pending longer term
changes to the Church’s constitutional position in relation to the Crown.
This related to the ‘Declaration of Assent’ at ordination and institution that
since the Clerical Subscription Act of  required clergy to adhere to the
Book of Common Prayer of , except as ordered by ‘lawful author-
ity’. Neither the source nor the scope of this lawful authority had ever
been defined, its main use confined to the arrangement of various forms of
special worship outside of the Prayer Book for days of intercession, thanks-
giving and other responses to national events.

Bell pressed for action on the recommendation of the archbishops’
commission that the exercise of ‘lawful authority’ should be extended from

 For a more nuanced view of Lang’s intervention see Tom Rodger, ‘Bishops in
parliament: the Lords Spiritual, c. –’, unpubl. PhD diss. Durham , –.

 Henson journal, entry for  May .
 Ibid. entry for  June . For the fullest account of Lang’s changing positions

in foreign policy debates in the Lords up toHitler’s invasion of Czechoslovakia inMarch
 see Chandler, ‘The judgement of an archbishop’.

 The best source for understanding this term in relation to the Prayer Book is
H. Vaisey, ‘Lawful authority: amemorandum’,The canon of the Church of England: report of
the archbishops’ commission on canon law, London , appendix at pp. –.

 For the historical development of the term ‘lawful authority’ in relation to
prayers for special occasions see Philip Williamson, Stephen Taylor, Alasdair Raffe
and Natalie Mears (eds), National prayers: special worship since the Reformation, III,Worship
for national and royal occasions in the United Kingdom, –, Woodbridge ,
pp. lxii–lxxiii.

 J UL I A STAPLETON

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. 18 Jul 2026 at 08:14:18, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use.

https://www.cambridge.org/core


special forms of worship to wider departures from the Prayer Book. As
convenor of the joint committee of the convocation of Canterbury
appointed in the wake of the commission’s report and author of that
committee’s own report, as well as a memorandum that was placed before
the Bishops’ meeting in October , he sought to build upon what he
claimed was the ambiguity of the term. His starting point was the failure of
the bishops’ resolutions of July  to stem the tide of ill-discipline in the
Church; indeed, he pointed out, this had only increased due to the lack of a
‘common policy’ among the bishops. Consequently, as he wrote in the
report, it reaffirmed the commission’s view that ‘“lawful authority”
(assuming its seat to be defined in a manner sufficient for practical pur-
poses) should boldly claim the right not merely to “permit” “additional”
services of an informal and extra-liturgical kind, but also to sanction cus-
tomary variations in the text and rubrics of the liturgy itself’.

Defining the term ‘lawful authority’ for this purpose could, he main-
tained, remove much of the uncertainty that had led to the breakdown of
discipline in the Church. He echoed the recommendation of the arch-
bishops’ commission that a council comprising the two convocations
should be established; in consultation with the Church Assembly, it would
provide ‘authoritative guidance’ to bishops on the limits within which
departures from ecclesiastical law might be tolerated. As such no recourse
to parliament was required. He also endorsed the commission’s pro-
posal of a ‘synodical declaration’ as a ‘transitional measure’, envisaging a
round table conference that would issue a schedule of deviations from, and
additions to the  Prayer Book based on existing practice. While he
discounted the ‘deliberate invention’ of tradition for this purpose, the
bishops rejected his proposal for a schedule. Nevertheless, they voted
overwhelmingly in favour of a synodical declaration on the subject of lawful
authority, together with ‘consultations or conferences’ to secure agree-
ment on the proposed declaration and related matters. The decision
was applauded by theChurch Timeswhen the resolutionwas approved by the
convocations in January , suggesting wider support in the Church.

There was, however, one dissentient, who could only have beenHenson.
In a short speech at what was to prove his final bishops’ meeting before
retirement, he had characterised Bell’s proposal as ‘an unjustifiable
attempt to revise an Act of Parliament and to tear up the Book of Common
Prayer’. It was, he continued, ‘not calculated to ease the conscience’ and

 Jasper, George Bell, –.  BM , LPL, – Oct. , .
 Convocation of Canterbury, Joint Committee, ‘Church and state report: interim

proposals’ (), LPL,  , .  Ibid. p. ; Church and state report, i. –.
 Convocation of Canterbury, Joint Committee, ‘Church and state report: interim

proposals’,; BM , – Oct. , .  BM , –Oct. , –.
 ‘Lawful authority’, Church Times,  Jan. , –.
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was, on the contrary, an ‘invitation to a defiance of the law’. If the bishops
found themselves unable to accept the conditions of establishment, he
urged, they should renounce the privileges they enjoyed as an established
Church.

On this point, he agreed with Bertram Pollock – the bishop of Norwich
and author of one of severalminority reports issued by the joint committee –
who had abstained in the vote out of concern for the integrity of the
establishment. The two had exchanged notes at the meeting. In response
to a letter from Pollock afterwards, Henson reiterated his view ‘that the
proposal (under the cloak of an entirely fictional perplexity) to agree upon a
definition of “ordered by lawful authority” which, in fact, merely substitutes
another authority, not lawful, is “only one more illustration of the low
cunning of panic-stricken Hierarchs”’. His harsh words were particularly
directed at Bell. He did not doubt that once such a definition was framed
through a ‘“Synodical Declaration”’, the Prayer Book ‘could be revised or
abolished without reference to Parliament’. If the nation was content that
the anarchy of doctrine and discipline in the Church should continue, then
there was no reason why the ‘paralysed Establishment’ of the present should
not remain. But, he concluded, it would bemore ‘honest and honourable’ if
the bishops ‘made an end of it’.

Henson felt keenly his isolation in this matter: he wrote in his journal
after themeeting that ‘I never feltmore remote from the policy and temper
of the bishops.’ Yet far from being out on a limb in the late s, he
remained a staunch defender of the Catholic tradition of the Church of
England –with all its ‘doctrinal incoherence’. A wise tolerancewould better
secure this tradition than coercion and control exercised by ‘official
authority’. The distinction implicitly marked the difference between
disestablishment and establishment, whatever the success of the Church in
manipulating the latter for its own ends. He had expressed much the same
concern for the constraints of Subscription and the distrust of the clergy
within an establishment context in his second centenary lecture for the
Oxford Movement. On re-reading it nine years later, he remarked, ‘So I
spoke in : so I think in .’

This article has explored the range of beliefs and concerns that informed
Henson’s advocacy of disestablishment in the aftermath of the Prayer Book

 BM, , – Oct. , .
 Henson to Pollock,  Feb. , LPL, , fos – at fos v–r; Henson’s

emphasis; ‘…’ probably a quotation from the note he passed to Pollock across the table.
 Ibid. fo. r.  Henson journal, entry for  Oct. .
 Hensley Henson, The Church of England, Cambridge , –, cited in Neil

Patterson, Ecclesiastical law, clergy and laity: a history of legal discipline and the Anglican
Church, London , .  Henson journal, entry for  Jan. .
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rejection, and the opposition he encountered in both religious and lay
circles. It has emphasised that his response as it developed after the
immediate crisis had passed reflected much troubled reflection on world
and domestic events, deepened especially by his fear of the combined
forces of secularism and modern democracy. However, central to the
determined stance he took on this issue was a conviction that – as he wrote
with some bitterness in  in an article commissioned by the editor of the
Congregational Quarterly to mark the centenary of the Liberation Society
which sought the separation of Church and State – ‘the Erastian aggression
has been acquiesced in’. Almost two decades later, the Church’s ‘com-
plaisance’ appeared sealed by the readiness of its two most recent primates
‘to accept from the State the unprecedented compliment of a peerage’.
The raising of Lang to the peerage on his retirement in  when the
breach between Church and State brought about by the revised Prayer
Book remained ‘unbridged’ was particularly vexing. Against the initial
mood of shock, disbelief and defiance in the Church in response to
parliament’s action in –, he commented: ‘It is difficult to under-
stand, impossible to respect, so amazing a revolution of opinion in so short
a time.’ For once, it seems, consistency was on his side.

 Hensley Henson, ‘Disestablishment’, Congregational Quarterly xxii/ (),
– at p. ; for the letter from the editor see n.  above.

 Henson, ‘Disestablishment’, Congregational Quarterly, ; on the peerages see
also Henson to Bell,  May , LPL,  Bell , r–v at fo. r.

 Henson toW. R.Matthews (dean of St Paul’s Cathedral),  July , inHenson
journal, entry for  July ; and see entry for  Mar. , and even more
insistently on the issue of establishment, entry for Mar. . For his letter to Lang,
offering him his congratulations but expressing regret at the appointment in com-
promising the independence of the Church see entry for  Apr. ; and see Lang to
Henson,  Apr. , and Henson’s response, ibid. entry for  Apr. .

 Henson, ‘Disestablishment’, Congregational Quarterly, .
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