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Did the Reformation, in England as elsewhere, usher in a new age of religious conversion? 
Like most questions to which the answer is self-evidently, yes, the terms of reference here 
require a bit of costing and appraisal. Nothing about the short phrase ‘religious conversion’ is 
entirely straightforward. Historians using it as a portmanteaux expression to travel with 
across widely differing times and cultures are obliged to recognise, not only that the contents 
of the bag might vary, but that it may turn out not to contain anything very much at all. In a 
punchy and provocative recent book (Before Religion: A History of a Modern Concept, 
2013), the ancient historian Brent Nongbri has been at pains to insist that ‘religion is not a 
universally applicable first-order concept that matches a native discursive field in every 
culture across time and throughout history.’ In other words, there is no ‘religion’ to be found 
anywhere in the classical world. In a series of insightful studies published across three 
decades, the Australian historian Peter Harrison has argued that the modern concept of 
religion, like the modern concept of science, is really a product of the early Enlightenment, 
and one which subsequent theorists imposed anachronistically on the earlier history of 
Europe, and inappropriately on systems of culture and belief across the rest of the world. 
 
Of particular assistance here is John Bossy’s seminal article on ‘Some Elementary Forms of 
Durkheim’ (Past and Present, 1982). It took issue with Durkheim’s universalising claim that 
Religion is simply Society affirming itself by deconstructing and historicising both of these 
abstract concept-nouns. Bossy’s stringently nominalist approach began by noting that in 
classical Latin religio meant a sense of duty or reverence for sacred things, an attitude of 
piety. In the middle ages, ‘religion’ was predominantly the activity that went on in 
monasteries, but the earlier usage was revived by fifteenth-century humanists, often paired 
with the adjectives ‘true’ or ‘Christian’. It was thus possible to speak of true and false 
religion at about the time the sixteenth-century reformers inaugurated their furious argument 
about the correct ways to conceive of and worship God. Increasingly, the term ‘religion’ 
became objectified, as rival clerics and activists encountered a need to defend and describe 
their own beliefs and rituals: hence, growing numbers of references to the Catholic Religion, 
the Reformed Religion – or, as it was known to the self-styled orthodox in France, ‘la religion 
prétendue réformée’. There was only one truth, but a grudging recognition developed that 
there was more than one ‘religion’. From this ‘plurality of embodied, and embattled, faiths’, a 
further step was slowly and uncertainly taken – the abstracting of an essence of what all the 
rival religions might have in common with each other: religion as Durkheim understood it, 
Religion with a capital R, in principle separable from the institutions of civil society. 

 
Unsurprisingly perhaps, the idea that the Reformation in a real sense invents and creates 
‘religion’ rather appeals to me as a historian of the former as well as a student of the latter. It 
is a theme I have sought to develop and substantiate for the particular circumstances of 
sixteenth-century England in my recent narrative account, Heretics and Believers: A History 
of the English Reformation (Yale, 2017). At one stage of planning, the book carried the 
subtitle, ‘the conversion of a culture’ (dropped for sounding too portentous). But the 
significance of this refurbished installation of ‘religion’ for the meanings of religious 
conversion are surely profound and far-reaching. 
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Historians of the Reformation have in recent decades become particularly adept at spotting 
and tracking survivals and continuities, and in this respect the history of conversion is no 
exception. Conversion, in its late medieval construction, meant primarily an intensification of 
piety and devotion, of religio in the original sense. It could have a more technical, 
institutional meaning, referring to entry into a religious house or order. But primarily, it was a 
process of inner transformation worked upon a sinful soul by the operation of divine grace. 
That, of course, was how sixteenth-century people still generally regarded conversion, their 
own and others’, influenced by the biblical and early Christian models with which we are all 
very familiar. 
 
What was new, however, was that conversion might now be accompanied by, or eventuate in, 
a conscious transfer of allegiance – a change of religion in the newly emergent sense – and 
that this process could be highly divisive in social and political terms. What the convert was 
leaving behind was not just a generic sinfulness but a sinfulness inherent to the false 
teachings of a repudiated party. The convergence of a trajectory of moral conversion with the 
individual’s attainment of doctrinal rectitude is implicit in the phrase, found frequently in 
John Foxe’s Acts and Monuments, that so-and-so had been ‘converted unto Christ’. And it is 
often made assertively explicit, as for example in John Bale’s claim that several witnesses to 
the burning of a heretic in 1538 were ‘converted from papism unto true repentance’, or in the 
clergyman John Old’s recollection in 1556 that it had been a decade or so since his ‘first 
entry into the gospel’, and emergence out of ‘the damnable darkness of Antichrist’s iniquity’. 
The Welsh Protestant William Salesbury recalled in Edward’s reign how he had been 
‘tangled, and abominably deceived, and trained and brought up in tender age in the Pope’s 
holy-like religion, before Christ’s second birth here in England.’ The traffic was not solely 
one way – in the roller-coaster Reformation of the sixteenth century a good many came to 
abandon the evangelical ideas with which they had once dallied. Such homecomings were not 
at first constructed rhetorically as conversions. But by the reign of Mary, after nearly two 
decades of schism and iconoclasm, they certainly were. In the gaol at Ely, the ex-evangelical 
Nicholas Shaxton urged two imprisoned heretics to ‘become new men, for I myself was in 
this fond opinion that you are now in, but I am now become a new man.’ 
 
There had been occasions in the past where the profession of altered faith, abandoning old 
gods for new, had been a political act, aligned to assertions of a new public identity: the 
conversion of England in the seventh century, or of Scandinavia in the eleventh, are cases in 
point. But we know relatively little about the internal cultural and psychological dynamics of 
these processes, which were not attended by anything like the welter of public debate and 
disputation accompanying in the sixteenth century the introduction and imposition of 
Protestantism in England. The alignment of a political programme, or succession of 
programmes, for national transformation with the possibilities of personal self-fashioning 
through socially-enacted forms of identification with the ‘true’ religion was an unprecedented 
and fateful moment. The Reformation was an age of conversion, an age defined by 
conversion, and an age in which new cultural and political meanings of conversion were 
vectors of transformative social change. My periodization is fine, thank you very much! 
 
And yet... The precise nature of the relationship between ‘conversion’ and ‘the Reformation’ 
is one that I still find somewhat perplexing and elusive, even after just publishing 300,000+ 
words of rumination on the course of the latter in England. It is certainly not helpful to 
conceive of the Reformation, in England or anywhere else, as simply a sum total of 
individual conversions, or to try to measure its significance or ‘success’ in terms of such 
conversions achieved or thwarted. Qualitatively, what are we to make of the remarkable 
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paucity of detailed accounts of conversion for the critical decades of religious change? There 
are multiple snippets of biographical and autobiographical information – in private 
correspondence, and in published polemical works. But the fully-fledged genre of the 
conversion narrative, relating the attainment of pious enlightenment, and/or the decision to 
switch allegiance between confessions, is effectively a post-Reformation, which for these 
purposes means post-1600, development. We have, as a group, been telling ourselves for 
some time now that the essence of an early modern conversion lies in its narration (a point of 
true interdisciplinary convergence!) And yet, in these crucial years, converts do not seem to 
have been particularly interested in narrating them. 
 
It would also be decidedly premature to identify Reformation-era conversion as evidence of 
some new subjectivity or sense of personal autonomy, as straightforwardly a ‘source of the 
self’, in Taylorian terms. One of the things that has struck me in tracking (admittedly, not 
very systematically) usage of the term in the sixteenth century is that the verb ‘convert’ is 
hardly ever used in in its intransitive form (‘I converted’, ‘He decided to convert’). Its 
constructions, in both senses of the term, are virtually always passive, in both senses of the 
term (‘She was converted’). Those we might want to regard as the agents of conversion 
typically signified themselves as its objects. 

 
None of this is to say that conversion was less important than we have hitherto thought in the 
architecture of the Reformation. But something that deserves to be more widely recognised, I 
think, is the recurrent disjuncture and mismatch between the ideals of religious conversion, in 
its newly-minted, confessionalised form, and the aspirations of the Reformation, seen as a 
religio-political development directed by the authority of the state.  

 
Henry VIII may well – as Richard Rex has recently persuasively argued – have established 
royal supremacy over the Church after a profound experience of conversion that convinced 
him of his duty to assume a God-given royal destiny. But he had no interest whatsoever in 
promoting or encouraging conversion experiences among his subjects as a whole. The official 
rhetoric of the regime – in proclamations, statutes and religious formularies – invariably 
emphasised unity, charity and obedience, qualities inimical to the divisive self-determinism 
of conversion. Its new rituals and iconography, from the oaths of succession and supremacy, 
to the famous Holbein woodcut accompanying the Great Bible, were configured around an 
inclusive conformity to the status quo, as it was currently defined. Religious converts were 
only uncertainly or contingently allied to the agenda of official reform, if they were not 
overtly opposed to it. I argue in my new book that the break with Rome in the 1530s was a 
constituent factor in a wave of ‘conversions’ to a new dissident identity: Roman Catholicism. 

 
The Edwardian authorities between 1547 and 1553 were of course more stridently 
evangelical, and preachers sponsored by the government did seek to bring about individual 
conversions to the cause of the Gospel. But the principal aspirations of the regime remained 
ones of securing conformity under authority: in 1549, and again in 1552, a statute of 
‘uniformity’ introduced a liturgy of ‘common prayer’. Ironically, or at least noteworthily, the 
only one of the Tudor regimes to make the imagery of conversion central to its self-projection 
was the Counter-Reformation Church of Mary I. In 1555, the first major feast to fall after the 
successful completion of legislation reuniting England with Rome was 25 January, the Feast 
of the Conversion of St Paul, celebrated that year with particular lavishness. A Catholic 
chronicler in London observed the ‘joy of the people that were converted, likewise as St Paul 
was converted’.  
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Elizabeth I inherited a divided nation and a flourishing de facto religious pluralism. Like her 
father and siblings she aspired to a total uniformity in religious matters among her subjects. 
But there is very little to suggest that she ever saw conversion as the proper means to bring 
this about. In the legislation and injunctions comprising the ‘settlement’ of 1559, the 
emphasis was on outward conformity, attendance at Church of England services as a token of 
civil and ecclesiastical obedience. It is certainly the case that, as Francis Bacon famously 
observed, Elizabeth had no desire ‘to make windows into men’s hearts and secret thoughts’. 
Efforts to force open such a window, such as three separate parliamentary attempts to make 
reception of communion in the parish church, rather than mere bodily presence there, into a 
statutory requirement, were resolutely vetoed by the Queen. Even when the pressure on 
Catholic recusants ratcheted up in the second half of the reign, there was little official effort 
to promote genuine religious conversion. Indeed, a central plank of the propaganda of the 
regime, as it began brutally to execute Catholic missionaries, was that no one was being 
punished for reasons of faith and conscience, but only for political disloyalty. Under the 
recusancy statute of 1581, with its crippling fines of £20 per month, those indicted could be 
discharged if they simply agreed to ‘submit and conform’ themselves before their bishop. 

 
The result of all this was to perpetuate a trope of grievance that had been growing in strength 
on all sides during the middle decades of the sixteenth century. The imaginations of godly 
Puritan clergy (as also of Jesuit ones) were haunted by the figure of the Nicodemite, the 
hypocritical outward conformer, whose ubiquitous presence underlined the shallowness and 
instability of all the achievements the Reformation might claim to have made. Some were 
secret Romanists, no doubt, but godly critics were equally severe towards those ‘cold statute 
Protestants’ and ‘carnal gospellers’ who, through experiences of conformity and obedience, 
had come to self-identify with the political and cultural cause of the Reformation, but who, 
never having been properly ‘converted’, lacked any emotional or intellectual understanding 
of its doctrinal heart. The type is epitomised in the person of Atheos (godless), the hapless 
rustic anti-hero of the Essex Puritan minister George Gifford’s dialogue of 1581, The Country 
Divinity. Atheos is no papist. Asked what he thinks of images, he dutifully replies that he 
never put any trust in them, or thought they could do him any good. And as for the, pope, ‘I 
care not for him; I would both he and his dung were buried in the dunghill.’ But Atheos is 
not, by Gifford’s standards, a Protestant, any more than is Demetrius, a character in another 
Puritan dialogue, by the Surrey lecturer John Udall. This, despite Demetrius’s own indignant 
avowals, ‘Yea, by St Mary, I am a Protestant, for I love to eat flesh on the Friday.’ 

 
Conversions – rhetorical models of conversion, theologies of conversion, the social dynamics 
of conversion – are, I would still contend, critical to any meaningful understanding of the 
Reformation as a site (or period) of significant historical change. But, in the case of England 
at least, the relationship between the imperatives of (individual Christian) conversion and the 
official conversion (through conformism and compliance) of the nation as a whole is one 
characterised, not by harmony, but by dissonances and jarring mistimings, or at best by 
complex counter-point. The actual business of turning acquiescent subjects into zealous 
believers was in effect subcontracted by the governing regime to cadres of godly enthusiasts 
within (sometimes uncomfortably within) the confines of the state church. And in the absence 
of any very coherent government programme of state-led confessionalisation, the task was 
taken up with enthusiasm by a variety of other independent agents, including radical 
sectarians and subversive Catholics. 

 
Christopher Haigh once quipped that the English Reformation created ‘a Protestant nation, 
but not a nation of Protestants’. He meant it as an ironic commentary on the intrinsic 
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unpopularity of godly reform, a perception which a whole generation of sophisticated post-
revisionist scholarship has done much to critique and qualify. But the remark nonetheless 
captures something of the paradoxical character of an epoch characterised both by official 
intolerance of religious dissent and by widespread heterogeneity in religious belief and 
practice. Religious conversion in the era of the Reformation was a key driver in a novel 
disconnect between collective civic duty and individual and group identity. And to that 
extent, early modern conversions do perhaps after all have something to do with modernity.  
 
  

 
 
 


