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Conversion to Communion:
Thomas Cranmer on a
Favourite Puritan Theme

Ashley Null

| beseech God bless my good Uncle Brent and make him now to know [that]
which in his tender years he could not see....And the Lord open His gracious
countenance...unto my aunt, that she may also make a blessed change.1

So prayed an Elizabethan preacher for his relatives forty years after Henry VIl
broke relations with the Roman Pontiff. No doubt, however, our cleric’s desire
for blessed change was not confined only to his relatives. Indeed, above all
else, Puritans longed for a general reformation in religion of the Church of
England—a change which would be a real blessing because it was based on
nothing but the pure word of God. In the eyes of the godly, the Elizabethan
church was only half-way reformed, and but the queen was determined to
live by her motto semper eadem—‘Always the same’. Little wonder, then, that
blessed change was the heart cry of the Puritan movement.

Elizabeth had founded her church on two legacies of England’s earlier
experiment with Protestantism—Erastian polity and Edwardian liturgy—and
both were increasingly anathema to the godly as her reign progressed. Using
her prerogative as supreme governor, Elizabeth willed the public face of
English religion to be an essentially eclectic adaptation of the more Protestant
1552 prayer book with small, but significant holdovers from the more
Catholic 1549. These included the words of administration suggestive of
Christ’s real presence in the sacrament and the rubric about using vestments
for services, both seriously irksome stumbling blocks for many Puritan
preachers. Such concessions to Catholicism, and perhaps to the Queen’s own
conscience, were frustrating signs of regression at a time when they looked
for further advancement. That Elizabeth also used her royal prerogative to
force the bishops to impose compliance on recalcitrant clergy only inflamed
their longing for blessed change, especially when she made matters worse
by preventing Edmund Grindal, Archbishop of Canterbury, from exercising
his office, precisely because he refused to suppress the Puritan practice of
community preaching exercises. Her Tudor blood was not amused by Grindal’s
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suggestion that she should submit to her clergy in matters of religion rather
than the other way around.

So the godly prayed, preached and plotted for change. They also founded
numerous divinity lectureships, not only to promote pure biblical teaching but
also to provide posts for those Puritan ministers who would not scruple to
wear the surplice or officiate by the prayer book.2 Arguably, the most famous
was our own St Antholin’s, and indeed the oldest, if those who suggest that the
series began under Edward VI are correct. The lectureship in Puritan divinity
at St Antholin’s, Budge Row, has been graced by such influential Christian
leaders as John and Charles Wesley in the eighteenth century and the three
leaders of the first Puritan controversy under Elizabeth—Robert Crowley, John
Philpott, and John Gough.3

In such a venerable lecture series, founded to be the wellspring of non-
conformity in England, what could be a more unexpected topic than the man
Thomas Cranmer. Who, more than he, was the public face of both Edwardian
Erastianism and Edwardian Liturgy. Is not Cranmer reported to have said at
the coronation of the boy-king Edward, ‘Your majesty is God’s vice-gerent and
Christ’s vicar within your own dominions, and to see, with your predecessor
Josiah, God truly worshipped'?4 Has not liturgical scholarship proved right
that memorable jibe of John Field, the London field marshall of Elizabethan
Puritan agitation, that Cranmer’s prayer books were ‘culled and picked out of
that popish dunghill, the mass book’?° Although Foxe did his best to enlist
Cranmer as the true ‘St Thomas of Canterbury’ because of his death under
Mary,6 the polity and liturgy he bequeathed represented to Puritans all that
was not blessed in the Church of England, all that still needed changing. What
does he and the founders of our lectureship have to do with one another?

Much, for they were all adherents of Reformed theology. While this has not
been the conventional portrait of Cranmer for over a century, recent studies
have confirmed Cranmer’s basic agreement with that Southern strain of
continental Protestantism that became known as Reformed, at least as it
was emerging during his lifetime.” The theological stream which ran so fast
through St Antholin’s did not spring up in England only upon the return of the
Marian exiles, but in Cranmer’s day and by Cranmer’s encouragement. The
movement grew and adapted—so much so that subsequent generations of
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historians have failed to recognise Cranmer as one of their soteriological
progenitors. Yet the blessed personal change sought by Puritans for their
family, friends and flock Cranmer also desired for the elect of England of his
era. Conversion from sin to communion with God was a favourite Puritan
theme, and nothing was closer to Cranmer’s own heart; consequently, he
enshrined his Reformed understanding of the process in the formularies
he bequeathed to the Church of England. Those wishing to find Anglican
legitimacy for the Puritan approach to the cure of the English soul need look
no further than the pioneering work of Thomas Cranmer himself.

ICranmer’s Evangelism\

Like his first royal master, Cranmer did not make himself easy to love.8 In an
era noted for the fervent courage of many martyrs for faith, Cranmer’s very
survival under a king as unprincipled, or at least unpredictable, as Henry VIl
has made him suspect. His late vacillation under Mary has only seemed to
confirm the image of a man ruled more by the grip of fear than the assurance
of the faith. Yet fearful men do not often pass off lightly the criticism of their
inferiors; nor do theologically unprincipled prisoners defiantly urge a Spanish
Catholic like Mary to repudiate the pope as Antichrist. Fundamentally,
Cranmer was a man of faith, and his fundamental principle was that God’s
love for his enemies worked everything to good.

Indeed, despite the pressures of his office and his era, Cranmer’s most striking
characteristic was to forgive his enemies. To be sure, Cranmer could act
sternly toward evangelicals who, in his view, endangered the whole reforming
enterprise by contravening authority with their ‘outrageous doings.’.9 He could
also be equally harsh with religious conservatives he considered as repeat
offenders. Nevertheless, his customary response to personal wrongs was
unmerited forgiveness, often to the irritation of his friends and the delight as
well as abuse of his foes. According to Ralph Morice, his principal secretary,

[a] notable quality or virtue he had: to be beneficial unto his enemies,
so that in that respect he would not be known to have any enemy at all.
For whosoever he had been that had reported evil of him, or otherwise
wrought or done to him displeasure, were the reconciliation never so
mean or simple on the behalf of his adversary, if he had any thing at all
relented, the matter was both pardoned and clearly forgotten...So that
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on a time | do remember that Dr Heath, late archbishop of York, partly
disliking this his overmuch leniency by him used, said unto him, “My
Lord, I now know how to win all things at your hands well enough.” “How
s0?” (quoth my Lord.) “Marry,” (said Dr Heath,) “I perceive that | must
first attempt to do unto you some notable displeasure, and than by a little
relenting obtain of you what | can desire.”10

Such habitual benevolence was not merely the naivety of an innocent in high
office. Rather, Cranmer’s demonstrated love for those who opposed him was
the conscious decision of a dedicated evangelist. When queried why he was so
lenient with ‘papists’, Cranmer replied:

What will ye have a man do to him that is not yet come to the knowledge
of the truth of the gospel...if it be a true rule of our Saviour Christ to do
good for evil, than let such as are not yet come to favour our religion learn
to follow the doctrine of the gospel by our example in using them friendly
and charitably. 1

Clearly, Cranmer intended his well-known reputation for giving grace to the
unworthy to be a cardinal signal, a scarlet cord hung openly from the window
of Canterbury, that those with eyes to see would perceive the truth of the
gospel which he wished to impart to the Church of England.

For Cranmer’s commitment to love his enemies was more than just an another
example of traditional medieval piety. It was the very foundation of his living
Protestant faith. It was its very foundation. The logic is breath-takingly simple.
Christ commands us to love our enemies so that we show ourselves sons of
our Father in Heaven. If the highest expression of divine love is to love one’s
enemies, that must be the very same kind of love by which God saves sinners.
And that, in fact, is what the Apostle Paul himself wrote in Romans 5:10—
‘when we were enemies, we were reconciled to God through the death of His
Son’. Since God loved those who had not a right to be loved, Cranmer reached
out to his opponents with unmerited forgiveness and favour in hope that they
would realise that God did likewise when he brought salvation. This emphasis
on God’s love for the unworthy is the common thread that runs throughout
Cranmer’s theological writings.
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ICranmer on Scripture \

The radical simplicity of this principle cut through key tenets of medieval
teaching. In keeping with the root meaning of the Latin Vulgate’s justificare to
make righteous’, the Catholic understanding of justification was as a process
of transformation to personal holiness. Hence, the primary interest of much of
late scholastic penitential instruction lay in encouraging sinners to demonstrate
through genuine sorrow and good works that they no longer wanted to be
God’s enemy. Penitents who did their best to show an increasing love for
God gradually acquired an acceptable degree of worthiness that was the
necessary preparation for divine forgiveness. Influenced by the Augustinian
revival, Cambridge theologian John Fisher insisted that human actions
needed the special assistance of prevenient grace to be effective towards
justification, and Stephen Gardiner, a Cambridge-trained lawyer, agreed.‘|2
Once sinners had first co-operated with divine grace toward their justification,
they would then receive a supernatural infusion of divine goodness that
finished the process of making them fully worthy to be accepted by God.

By his forties Cranmer had concluded that giving human worthiness any role in
justification was clean contrary to God’s Word. He equated personal merit in
any form with the ‘works-righteousness’ condemned by Paul; consequently, he
argued that justification was either totally by the worthiness of our efforts or
completely by undeserved divine grace— Scripture gave no other option:

But certain it is, that our election cometh only and wholly of the benefit and
grace of God, for the merits of Christ’s passion, and for no part of our merits
and good works: as St Paul disputeth and proveth at length in the epistle to the
Romans and Galatians, and divers other places, saying, ‘if from works, then
not from grace; if from grace, then not from works.’13

Any attempt to make ourselves acceptable to God as the basis for forgiveness
was an insult to the depth of the divine love shown for an unworthy humanity
by Christ’s death on the cross.1# In short, it was ‘the work and glory of
God alone to justify the ungodly, to forgive sins, to give life freely out of his
goodness, not from any merits of our own’.15

For the mature Cranmer, the medieval church failed to understand the
mutual incompatibility of grace and human worth because they had hidden
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the light of God’s Word under the bushel-basket of human tradition. Good
intentions, holy visions, academic reasoning, venerable teachings, even
Church councils—none of these had authority to supersede the plain sense
of the Bible, for all of these were subject to the deceitful deceptions of human
sinfulness. Pride might lead people to think they could eventually merit God’s
approval, but that was not the true gospel. God’s Word clearly proclaimed
free salvation of the unworthy in Jesus Christ.

Therefore, the blessed change of conversion began with looking to Scripture
alone. Cranmer bequeathed this principle to the Church of England in ‘A
Fruitful Exhortation to the Reading and Knowledge of Holy Scripture’, the
opening sermon of the 1547 Book of Homilies and widely accepted as his
own.16 According to this homily, God gave human beings the Bible as ‘a
sure, a constant and a perpetual instrument of salvation’. On the one hand,
Scripture was God’s chosen medium to tell human beings the truth about the
world around them and the struggles within them: ‘In these books we may
learn to know ourselves, how vile and miserable we be, and also to know God,
how good he is of himself and how he communicateth his goodness unto us
and to all creatures.’ On the other hand, the Bible was also the means through
which God worked supernaturally to turn people’s hearts to himself and the
doing of his will: [The words of Holy Scripture] have power to convert [our
souls] through God’s promise, and they be effectual through God’s assistance’.
As sinners read of the eternal punishments justly prepared for them and then
realised the unconditional mercy of his pardon that God offered in Christ, a
new loving faith in God would arise from the bottom of their heart. Hence,
Cranmer urged the people of England to ‘diligently search for the well of life in
the books of the New and Old Testament, and not run to the stinking puddles
of men’s traditions, devised by man’s imagination for our justification and
salvation.’17

ICranmeron Justification|

Because of Scripture, Cranmer decided to part company with Fisher and
Gardiner. He denied the possibility of any middle transitional stage between
the children of God and of the Devil,18 and he also rejected their traditional
factitive understanding of justification where God first made sinners
inherently righteous so that he could then accept them. Protestants had
noted that the Greek New Testament word for justificare was dikaioun, a
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legal term meaning to pronounce a defendant ‘not guilty’; consequently, they
taught that justification came in a moment of belief that changed a sinner’s
status before God without changing his personal worthiness for acceptance.
Cranmer came to agree. Believing God justified people ‘although they were
sinners’,'Ig he embraced the forensic understanding that God imputed
Christ’s righteousness to the ungodly who turned to him in faith.20 Those
who heard God’s Word and trusted in his promise of free salvation in Jesus
were credited with Christ’s worthiness.

Although some scholars have argued otherwise, Cranmer’s ‘Homily of
Salvation’ (1547) made this standard Protestant teaching normative for the
Church of England.21 Cranmer opened the sermon by describing justification
in terms of forensic imputation, albeit in non-theological terms:

(i) justifying righteousness was an alien righteousness: ‘Because allmenbe
sinners and offenders against God...every man of necessity is constrained
to seek another righteousness, or justification to be received at God’s own

hands’;22

(ii) the righteousness given to the believer through faith because of Christ
was not true inherent righteousness but merely reckoned as such by God:
‘this justification...is taken, accepted, and allowed of God for our perfect
and full justification’.23

(iii) the only possible source for justification was the imputation of an
alien righteousness: ‘Christ is now the righteousness of all them that
truly do believe in him...forasmuch as that which their infirmity lacketh,
Christ’s justice hath supplied’.24

Significantly, at no point in this description of justification did Cranmer make
any reference to the infusion of a personal righteousness as the basis for the
believer’s pardoning by God.

In this homily Cranmer also carefully defined the nature of the faith that brought
about imputed righteousness. First, saving faith came ‘by God’s working in us’
through the hearing of the Word.25 Secondly, this ‘act to believe in Christ’ was
not the basis for justification, but only what sent the sinner to Christ for pardon.
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Indeed, faith was ‘far too weak and insufficient and imperfect’ to merit remission
of sins in its own right.26 Thirdly, justifying faith was more than just intellectual
assent to dogmatic statements. Since demons also believed the principal
truths of Christianity, ‘right and true Christian faith’ was not only agreement
with Scripture but also ‘a sure trust and confidence in God’s merciful promises,
to be saved from everlasting damnation’.27 According to Cranmer, saving faith
always included assurance of a believer’s own salvation.

ICranmer on Predestination\

Although modern scholarship has rarely acknowledged it, Cranmer’s
language of assurance was rooted in a commitment to predestination, for
his insistence on the personal unworthiness of the justified inevitably led him
to hold to unconditional election and effectual grace. Since divine love loves
those who have no right to be loved, God saved sinners unconditionally,
without any regard for personal merit, whether acquired or infused. Yet
if divine love requires that salvation come as an unconditional gift, then
God’s love must also be able to ensure the full acceptance of that gift.
Otherwise human response to divine love would become a necessary
condition, and people would be forced ultimately to rely on their own efforts
to co-operate with God, something Cranmer considered ‘the ready way unto
desperation’.28 Therefore, God’s love must have the power both to awaken
love for God among God-haters and to ensure the perseverance of that love
for eternity. With his fellow Protestants, Cranmer concluded that the justified
were also the elect, so that God gave saving faith only to those whom he
had chosen to deliver from eternal damnation before the foundation of the
world.29 Because of their prior election, the justified could be certain of their
perseverance: ‘the elect shall not wilfully and obstinately withstand God’s
calling’; they ‘will follow Christ’s precepts, and rise again when they fall’; and
‘they shall perpetually continue and endure’.30

In ‘Cranmer’s Great Commonplaces’, the personal manuscript record of his
theological research, Cranmer gathered evidence primarily from Augustine
to prove that salvation sola gratia meant by predestination without any
foresight of an individual’s merits. Accordingly, justifying grace was not made
available to all.31 Rather, before the foundation of the world, God chose a
set number of people, his elect, to spend eternity with him.32 He first gave
them the grace of conversion to bring about their justification, and then he
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gave them the grace of perseverance so that they would continue in their
justification until they entered the age to come.33 God gave his justifying
grace freely to the elect before considering any future merits and based
solely on the hidden judgement of his will. 34 Like a potter who made from
the same lump of clay one vessel for honour and another for disrepute, God
simply decided to separate out from the mass of damned humanity some
which he chose to save according to his own inscrutable counsel.3% While
none of those predestined would be lost, none of those passed over could
ever be saved.36

A Christian believed in the Lord by his own will and free choice.37 Nevertheless,
salvation was not determined by human consent because the gift of grace
imparted the Holy Spirit which brought about whatever good pertained to
salvation, including consent.38 Like the conversion of Paul on the road to
Damascus or Xerxes in the presence of Esther, by his omnipotent power God
drew the unwilling to himself, took away their heart of stone, gave them his
Spirit and made them wiIIing.39 Although some might want faith to begin as an
human initiative to which God then granted saving grace, in fact, without God’s
calling, no one was able to believe.40 This inability of the non-elect to believe
explained why some hearing the gospel came to faith and others did not.41
While it was understandable that such a teaching might be difficult to accept,
who was man to question his maker, the depths of whose wisdom was beyond
the capacity of the human mind? A beast might as well have questioned why it
was not made human, as a man to question why God prepared one person for
eternal blessedness and another for eternal damnation.42

The full doctrine of predestination found in Cranmer’s private papers was
not discussed in his homilies. Its only public expression was in the doctrinal
formula of the Edwardian era, the Forty-Two Articles. On the one hand,
Article X described its basis. Using scriptural language, the article suggested
that grace was effectual, bringing about regeneration by redirecting the will
itself, not simply by offering to the will the choice for regeneration:

The grace of Christ or the holy Ghost by him given doth take away the
stony heart, and giveth an heart of flesh. And although, those that have
no will to good things, he maketh them to will and those that would evil
things, he maketh them not to will the same: Yet nevertheless he enforceth
not the will. 43
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Unfortunately for the Puritans, Article X was one of those deleted to make
the Thirty-Nine Articles. On the other hand, Article XVII described the benefits
of predestination and was retained by the Elizabethan Church. Like the
earlier homilies, this article concentrated on how election provided ‘sweet,
pleasant, and unspeakable comfort to godly persons’. Those who felt the
Spirit of God at work in them could rest assured that any lapse from grace
in their lives was only temporary. Significantly, this saving work was defined
as repentance, ie., ‘mortifying the works of the flesh, and their earthly
members, and drawing up their mind to high and heavenly things’."’4 Clearly,
then, in Cranmer’s understanding of predestination God determined in his
hidden counsel to whom he would give saving grace, and this grace would
effectually bring about a redirection of the will, namely, its conversion from
sin towards communion with God.

ICranmer on Conversion\

Naturally, Cranmer considered this blessed change in the will to be the
decisive moment for justification. According to his great notebooks,

He who now has turned to God, grieves from his heart to have sinned,
and he has in his heart a firm amendment of a better life--he has rejected
all will to sin. Why is he not already just? For whatever of fault still
remains, he has from infirmity, not from the wickedness of his heart.4°

Plainly, Cranmer did not believe that justification based on the external
merits of Christ had no internal effect in the justified. Quite to the contrary.
For if the glory of divine love was to love the unworthy, the duty and joy of
the justified was to return that love to God and to others. Consequently, in
the moment of justification Cranmer held that God imparted both faith and
love. The believer’s faith laid hold of the extrinsic righteousness of Christ
on which basis alone his sins were pardoned. At the same time, however,
the Holy Spirit indwelt the believer, stirring in him a love for God and his
commandments. This renewal of a person’s will would naturally issue forth
in a godly life marked by obedience to divine precepts and repentance for
on-going shortcomings caused by the infirmities of human nature. In short,
Cranmer believed that justification was being made ‘right-willed’ by faith, not
being made inherently righteous, and its evidence was love and repentance
toward God and neighbour.
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This narrowing of justification to the moment when God renewed the will
enabled Cranmer to counter two arguments put forward by the religious
conservatives of his day. On the one hand, Fisher and Gardiner had argued
for the necessity of good works before justification. Claiming support from
Augustine, Cranmer could argue that no work was good before a man had a
renewed will, but once he had a good will, he was already pleasing to God
before he performed any subsequent works.46 Therefore, works had no part
in the act of justification. On the other hand, his critics accused justification
by faith of encouraging moral laxity. Why should people strive to fight against
sin, if their eternal future was already secure? Cranmer’s emphasis on the
conversion of the will meant that a believer’s renewed affections would
naturally manifest in a life of right actions. Although good works did not justify,
the truly justified were never without good works:

For although God forgives sins because of faith in the blood of Christ,
none the less he only forgives those who repent, who forgive sins, who
give alms, who are clean in heart, who chastise their body and redirect
it into service, who love God and neighbour, who extend themselves in
good works, who are earnest to show themselves approved through their
good works, not only to God but also to all men, who take off the old
man with his works and put on the new man who is created by God, who
drive out of their heart the love of sin and bring in the love of God and
neighbour, who crucify their flesh with [its] affections and lusts.47

Thus, only if believers led a life of on-going repentance could they certify their
consciences that their election was sure and stable.48

With assurance we come back to the heart of Cranmer’s theology. Faith had to
include assurance. Grace had to ensure assurance. Life had to be lived to support
assurance. Why was assurance so important to Cranmer? Because it provided
the determining motive for the believer’s new life in Christ. Article X made clear
that God did not force the will when he redirected it. How, then, did saving grace
effectually draw the human will to love God and to obey his commandments?
Gratitude—the gratitude that only came from the assurance of salvation.

In Catholic teaching, Christians were to face the future with a sober
uncertainty about their eternal fate, striving to lead a godly life in a constant
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state of both hope and fear. Cranmer, however, concluded the medieval
teaching of conditional salvation based on human performance actually
promoted self-righteous pride or self-damning despair, and neither inspired
true love for God. Only the promise of free salvation made possible by God’s
utterly gracious love inspired a lasting grateful human love:

But if the profession of our faith of the remission of our own sins enter
within us into the deepness of our hearts, then it must kindle a warm
fire of love in our hearts towards God, and towards all other for the love
of God--a fervent mind to seek and procure God’s honour, will, and
pleasure in all things--a good will and mind to help every man and to do
good unto them, so far as our might, wisdom, learning, counsel, health,
strength, and all other gifts which we have received of God and will
extend,--and, in summa, a firm intent and purpose to do all that is good,
and leave all that is evil.49

Only the certainty of being eternally knit to God by his love could empower
human beings to love him and one another in return: ‘For the right and
true Christian faith is...to have sure trust and confidence in God’s merciful
promises to be saved from everlasting damnation by Christ: whereof doth
follow a loving heart to obey his commandments.”®0 When the benefits of
God’s merciful grace were considered, unless they were ‘desperate persons’
with ‘hearts harder than stones’, people would be moved to give themselves
wholly unto God and the service of their neighbours.51 Naturally, Cranmer
intended this Christian love to be extended to foes as well as friends, for
‘they be his creation and image, and redeemed by Christ as ye are’.92 Thus,
assurance made possible the blessed inner change in the justified—a loving,
living faith that purified the heart from sin’s poison and made ‘the sinner clean
a new man’.93 This gospel of transforming gratitude was what Cranmer tried
to spread with his evangelism of ‘overmuch leniency’.

ICranmer on Communion \

So at last we have come to the heart of Cranmer’s theology. God’s gracious
love inspires a grateful love in his children, turning their wills from wrong to
right and binding them to their Heavenly Father as well as to one another
forever. Now if loving gratitude is the means for true communion with God,
there can be only one instrument which inspires it—God’s Word. For only in
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the Bible do we learn of our need and God’s promises. And if true communion
with God is a joining of our wills to his, there can be only one instrument
which informs it—God’s Word. For only in the Bible do we learn what to seek
and how far we fall short. According to Cranmer, the key to godly communion
is to ‘read, mark, learn and inwardly digest’ God’s Word.54

This Word whosoever is diligent to read and in his heart to print that he
readeth, the great affection to the transitory things of this world shall
be diminished in him, and the great desire of heavenly things that be
therein promised of God shall increase in him. And there is nothing that
so much establisheth our faith and trust in God, that so much converteth
innocency and pureness of the heart, and also of outward godly life
and conversation, as continual reading and meditation of God’s Word.
For that thing which by perpetual use of reading of Holy Scripture and
diligent searching of the same is deeply printed and graven in the heart
at length turneth almost into nature. And moreover, the effect and virtue
of God’s Word is to illuminate the ignorant and to give more light unto
them that faithfully and diligently read it, to comfort their hearts, and to
encourage them to perform that which of God is commanded.®®

We have now come full-circle. Conversion to God is birthed by his working
through Scripture to tell us and turn us to himself. Communion with God
is sustained and strengthened by his working through the same Scripture,
continually telling and turning, that he might tether us to ever-increasing
conformity to Christ. Little wonder, then, Cranmer urged that ‘these books,
therefore, ought to be much in our hands, in our eyes, in our ears, in our
mouths, but most of all in our heart’.56

Such, of course, ironically, was the goal for his prayer books, especially the
sacraments. Undoubtedly, Scripture was ‘the heavenly meat of our souls’,57
but Baptism and Holy Communion were its sensible enactment. The use of
water, bread and wine, when joined to God’s Word, enabled believers to ‘see
Christ with our eyes, smell him at our nose, taste him with our mouths, grope
him with our hands, and perceive him with all our senses’.%8 Sacraments did
indeed confer grace, but not as a separate, second channel in addition to
Scripture. They were means of grace precisely because their use of elements
made the promises of Scripture sink more easily into the depths of human
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hearts, since people’s senses were more fully engaged by the presentation.

Thus, the ultimate expression of Cranmer’s vision of God’s gracious love
inspiring grateful human love was the 1552 Holy Communion service. In what
he intended to be the central act of English worship, Cranmer wove together
his great themes of free justification, on-going repentance, communal
fellowship, and godly living and placed them in a sacramental setting which
clarified God’s incomprehensible sacrificial love for the unworthy as their sole
source. Cranmer dropped the explicit invocation of the Holy Spirit over the
elements and made their reception the immediate response to the words of
Institution. As a result, receiving the sacramental bread and wine, not their
prior consecration, became the liturgy’s climax. Now the sacramental miracle
was not changing material elements but reuniting human wills with the divine.
And since he repositioned the prayer of oblation as a post-communion
prayer, the community’s sacrifice of praise and thanksgiving was their newly-
empowered response to God’s grace at work in them, not its grounds as
previously. Now grateful service was the necessary effect of that gracious
reunion and godly love the natural response to remembering God’s love.59
Lastly, he inserted the recital of the Ten commandments near the beginning
of the service and moved the preparation for communion prior to the Great
Thanksgiving. Now the new order took participants through the steps which
Cranmer believed led to conversion of the will and new life in Christ: Fear
inspired by the Law, Faith springing forth from the Gospel, God’s gift of
Repentance, Re-entry into God’s presence, and the Reception of power
for a renewed holiness. In short, just as in his doctrine of justification, the
supernatural action in Cranmer’s Communion service was the renewal of the
communicants’ will to love Christ and one another, and all because they had
first been loved by him.60

IConcIuding Thoughts on Thomas Cranmer\

In the end, repentance, not love, has come to symbolise Cranmer himself,
his life’s work being interpreted by his last days. In the eyes of his critics,
Cranmer’s recantations prove that at best he was weak and vacillating. In
the hearts of his admirers, however, Cranmer’s last-minute renunciation of
his recantations proved his true commitment to the Protestant faith. But what
of Cranmer himself, how did he interpret his last days and the meaning they
gave to his life? According to a contemporary account, having previously
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been distraught, Cranmer came to the stake with ‘a cheerful countenance
and willing mind’.

Fire being now put to him, he stretched out his right Hand, and thrust
it into the Flame, and held it there a good space, before the Fire came
to any other Part of his Body; where his Hand was seen of every Man
sensibly burning, crying with a loud Voice, This Hand hath offended. As
soon as the Fire got up, he was very soon Dead, never stirring or crying
all the while.®1

His Catholic executioners surely thought Cranmer was making satisfaction
to his Protestant God. Yet his doctrine of repentance would have taught him
otherwise, for the God he served saved the unworthy.

Having believed in his own justification by faith, Cranmer would have
thought he could fall totally, but not finally. As God’s child, the burden of all
the multitude of his sins was no cause for him to distrust or despair of help at
his Father’s hand. For the incredible richness of God’s merciful love for him
would never have shone brighter than on that cloudy day, precisely because he,
the chief promoter of the new faith, had fallen so far as to become a declared
enemy of the gospel. To Cranmer, his hand in the fire would have been an
act of loving service from a grateful heart turned back to God by the power
and promise of his immeasurably loving grace. His final resolve would have
been a joyous confirmation that he was indeed one of the elect in whom there
would be no fault found in the end. His firmness of purpose would have been
sustained by the hope he expressed in the Burial Office that was never read for
him: ‘the souls of them that be elected, after they be delivered from the burden
of the flesh, be in joy and felicity’.62

What, then, can be said to be of Cranmer’s reformed theology? Ultimately,
Cranmer conceived of God’s work in the world as changing human wills, not
human worthiness, and he believed God did so by loving the unworthy elect so
unconditionally as to inspire in them a reciprocal love for him and others. Such
was his gospel. Such was the blessed change he bequeathed to the Puritans.
Such is his legacy for Anglicans today, if they so wish.

ASHLEY NULL is Research Assistant in Church History at Humboldt
University, Berlin.
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