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)4 Part I

the word "faith," understood to encompass a range of experiences, faculties,

and dispositions, as well as cognitive "beliefs."

But in the early modern period, in line with the development of modern
science, belief took on an increasingly epistemological charge. Religion began

to be thougl'rt of as a set of propositions in which one professed belief. The
reler.ant question became whether a particular mental state was nae, and salva-

tion turned increasingly on believing in the correct package ofpropositions-
about the substance of the Eucharist, the possibility of miracles, the precise

mechanisms of salvation, the nature of free will, and so on.2 This epistemo-

Iogizing of belief, as a body of information about where salvation was to be

found, placed a different kind of burden on the individual, who now had to

grasp precisely what it was he was professing to believe. "[T]he traditional
vierv," rvrites Peter Harrison, "had been that in the process of revelation

God reveals himself. Now God reveals saving knowledge." This was a new

understanding ofwhat it might mean to "believe" in God: instead of focusing
on a relationship, belief now focused on content. Perhaps, with sufficient
rigor, certain knowledge of God's will could be consrrucred on epistemologi-
cal foundarions, and systematic doubt could yield clear and distinct ideas:

new, decontextualized foundations for a solid belief. Modern religion, writes
Flarrison, thus involves tests, theories, comparisons, "in short a whole set of
rules 'rvhich governed the manner in which the nascent concept was to be

deploved"-much, indeed, like the modern scientific experiment.l
Robert Boyle became the most influential of the era's many experiment-

ers through his effort to detach "matrers of fact" from the histories, regimes,

and norms in which they had been embedded. As Steven Shapin and Simon
Schaffer have famously argued, Boyle's air pump was a decontextualization
machine: within the artlficial environmenr of the laboratory it made "narure"

appear whole and entire, a kernel of truth stripped of the husk of convenrion,
creed, and ideology.* The early modern machinery of belief-creeds, confes-

sions, inquisitions, and the like-might be considered the functional equiva-

lent of Boyle's air pump, separating truth from its historical and ideological

frames through a rigorous focus on fact and merhod. Meanwhile, other forms
of knowledge could be refashioned or simply excluded by the search for
rational certainty as a neurral base on which to build an experimental
program.

If "religion" was essentialb about belief, then it was not essenrially abour

a lot of other things. This is of course partly ro make a point about the

differentiarion that characterizes modern life: the tVestphalian model of the

modern natiol-state crearec .
personal religion "withour c- .-
distinct "feel" to a w'hole r - .
rheir relationship to the relier,- .-

bv revealing his plans and p.'-':
ence of that revelation. Bu: .,
and more according to rul.. ,-
revelation came to seem lik. .
of the quest for a knos'l;r:.
acquired its more modern s.:-.,.

lvhen toward the end of th.- ,: ,

church as a voluntary asso-l-.-

itly voluntarist model of r,; .
bringing people together ar,- - -

around a shared experic: - -

display-that tacirlv intu,.. .

the lack of"religion"; rathe:
toire by displacing anorher ,, ..

[f rhe secular is a ri ar' )

Feeling for rhe nation. pi,:u-.: -
and desire-then ir invol.'e . ....
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rvorried that hearing rhi '::
would change his parishic, .. ,

fighting a rearguard batrle ,-, -.
the sensory power of larsu.:.
using everyday languag. rr --
cognitive relationship ro :- :
topic remained religiou.

tWGat, then, is the ph-r:-: .

in order to grasp the r..-..'
the state but also an AccLr--.

kinds of experiences possr'b . .,

assumed by the seculari \r, ..
relevant?8
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3B Chapter r

audience against the errors of Lutheranism. She would also identify and

denounce, in considerable detail, the sins and failings ofher hearers, encourag-

ing them to repent.5 Edward Bocking read to the Holy Maid about earlier

female m)$tics, particularly Saint Bridget and Saint Catherine of Siena. And he

compiled an account of her prophecies and miracles, known as the "Nun's

Book," which circulated in manuscript but does not survive.

Popular prophets had been known to cause political unrest, and so the

realigning of the Holy Maid's enthusiastic and charismatic voice with the mas-

culine structures and hierarchies of the church-her withdrawal to the convent,

her recommendation of confession, mass, and pilgrimage-might have seemed

the end of the threat she embodied.6 Such things were not unlnown in the

fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. Yet England was about to undergo a

momentous religious change, in which this illiterate young woman would play
a small but significant role. For in ry26 King Henry MII fell in love with Anne
Boleyn, and approached Pope Clement MI about a divorce from Catherine of
Aragon. Through Clement's ambassadors, the Holy Maid of Kent wrote lefters

to Rome, revealing that God would send plagues if Clement supported Henry.7

She told fuchbishop \f'arham and Cardinal 'W'olsey that God would punish
them if they backed the king. An angel told the Holy Maid to go to the king
and command him to change his life; if he married Anne Boleyn, she said,

God's vengeance would plague him, and he would "die a villain's death."8

(Alas, there are no eyewitness accounts of the Maid's two meetings with
Henry.) In another vision the Maid saw Anne Boleyn and her father talking
with the devil. Once, she was magrcally transported to Calais in order to pre-
yent Henry's taking Communion there: she snatched the Host just before it
got to his mouth. And she reported that she had seen the exact spot prepared

for Henry in hell; he was "abominable in sight of God," she said.e

By ry1r the group gathered around the Holy Maid of Kent included
some of King Henry VIII's most powerful opponenrs: John Fisher, bishop of
Rochester, chancellor of Cambridge Universiry, and the spiritual leader of
the resistance to Henry's divorce; Archbishop W'arham; the Marquis and

Marchioness of Exeter, concerned that the rise of the Boleyn faction would
lessen their influence with the king; the countess of Salisbury; and Agnes

Jordon, abbess of Syon Abbey. The clerics who circulated the Maid's mes-

sages also preached her piety and connected her to these powerful people.

This combination of popular and elite support clearly concerned the Crown:

Joan ofArc, too, had been a "popular peasanr visionary" with powerful cleri-
cal supporters.lo

And so in September I..,
Hales down to Canterbun ,-

procedure, Hales spent se\'.r-
els and monks' cellsl h. inrp-

charge over the Hoiy tr{aiC

the Maid and several of her --.,
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accused ofputting her in c.,r .
.lccording to the starure,,: .'
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rions" in a fiery sermon i- --.
had greatly impeded the Li. = ,

ate servant girl had foiled r- .
in fact been manipulated :- .
by Fisher and Exeter, r.h,:,. .
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be useful to him one la'r : -- .

and the time had come rlr ,.
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Chapter r

put Catherine of fuagon away once and for all. This would be formalized in
the Act of Succession of April 1534, which reduced Catherine's rank, bastard-

ized her daughter Mary, and required all adult male subjects to take an oath
of loyalty to the new dynastic settlement. And so on zo April ry,14, Elizabeth
Barton and five associates were hanged at Tyburn and then decapitated. Their
heads were set on the gates of the city.t5 That verF same day, the good citizens

of London were presented with the Act of Succession and required ro swear

an oath to it. There was little resistance,

Disjecta Membra Poetae

Elizabeth Barton was one piece of a long political campaign that aimed at

nothing less than remaking the monarchy itself. The Act of Succession,

imposed with the help of Barton's severed head, was itself part of the run-up
to the Act of Supremary of November ry34, which gave Henry the new title
of "Supreme Head of the Church of England." The Act subordinated canon

Iaw to common law, placed the ecclesiastical courts in a srare of limbo, and

implicitly declared that divine law would be henceforth revealed by scripture
rather than the church. If the church had spent the Middle Ages dictating to
the monarchy, that relationship now reversed; henceforth, power fowed
toward the central monarch and his unprecedented claim that within his

realm he was both temporal and spiritual head.'6

Political prophecy of the sort practiced by Elizabeth Barton tends to
emerge at moments of historical crisis, and England in the early rt3os cer-

tainly fits that description. But Henry's extraordinary reacrion 1s h61-
"suggestive of a government bent on denouncing a plot for which it had little
hard evidence" according to one historian-also changed the landscape in
which such political prophecies could emerge.17 Because the Henrician rerro-

Iution was promulgated in a series of acts of state, each one designed to
increase the power, wealth, infuence, and prestige of the Crown, it pressed

with particular force on forms of populist and lay piery. Its technique,
repeated at various levels, was to expose hypocrisy, and thereby to demystifi,
or disenchant the world to which popular devotion stubbornly clung.

Those historians who have written about the Holy Maid of Kent often
speculate about the degree to which she was or was not a tool for factional
forces.18 Discussions of modern sovereignty and state power, meanwhile, have

focused largely on Lockean individualism and the liberal state. This chapter,

The Pc
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