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RICHARD HOOKER:
THE MYTH
“Hooker,” it has been aptly said, “is the name of a book
rather than the name of a man.”1 And it is true that there
are few authors in the Western tradition who disappeared
so completely into their writings, who encapsulated so
perfectly the type of the quiet and unassuming scholar,
shunning the public eye and content to throw his weight
upon the wheel of history from the shelter of a candlelit
study. Among the great names of his own era, many were
known for their extraordinary learning, but are remembered so well in part for the very active role they took in the
tumultuous affairs of the age. When we think of Luther and
Calvin, Knox and Cranmer, these were men who, like the
great prophets of Israel from whom they drew inspiration,
preached before princes or corresponded with kings, and
felt called “to pluck up and to break down, to destroy and to
overthrow, to build and to plant” (Jer 1:10).
Not so Hooker. We are not sure that he ever even
found himself in the presence of the monarch whom he so
revered, Queen Elizabeth, nor did he even dare to formally
1. Morris, introduction to Of the Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity, I:v.
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dedicate any of his books to her with an appropriately flattering introductory letter (a common practice in those
days). Nor was he much interested in plucking up or breaking down; quite the contrary, nothing filled him so much
with dismay as the seemingly contagious fashion for such
“plucking up” that he saw in the Puritan reformers of this
era. He wrote, in fact, quite expressly to preserve the church
he knew and loved—if possible in being, if not, at least in
memory, as the haunting first lines of his Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity express: “Though for no other cause, yet for
this: that posterity may know we have not loosely through
silence permitted things to pass away as in a dream, there
shall be for men’s information extant thus much concerning
the present state of the Church of God established amongst
us, and their careful endeavor who would have upheld the
same” (I.1.1).
In saying that Hooker is the name of a book, not of a
man, we also highlight the towering shadow of this magnum opus, the Laws, which has loomed so large as to often
obscure his worthy and profound sermons and tractates
(though these total just a few hundred pages). Calvin may
be known by his Institutes, and Aquinas by his Summa Theologiae, but good Calvinists will turn also to the Commentaries, and good Thomists to the Summa Contra Gentiles. For
Hooker, it is only the Laws, a volume that is a world unto
itself. In it we find theology in abundance, in most of its
various branches, liturgics, law, political theory, sociology,
hermeneutics, metaphysics, epistemology, ethics, polemics
and irenics, and more, all in a prose style that, as C. S. Lewis
observed, “is, for its purpose, perhaps the most perfect in
English.”2
Hooker wrote in the 1590s, that high tide of Elizabethan intellectual and literary culture which defined the
2. English Literature in the Sixteenth Century, 462.
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shape of our language and culture right down to the present. While Hooker was in London drafting his Laws, Shakespeare was just on the opposite bank of the Thames writing
The Taming of the Shrew (which has some interesting thematic parallels with the Laws, actually),3 and Spenser had
just returned to Ireland after coming to London to publish
and promote his Faerie Queene. Francis Bacon was a leading advisor at court, just beginning his literary career. Like
these other men, the scale of Hooker’s achievement looms
up out of the relative mediocrity of his predecessors with
a suddenness that can baffle the historian. Stanley Archer
observes, “It is no more possible to account for Hooker’s
achievement than for those of Shakespeare and Milton,
Spenser and Bacon.”4
Yet before we pause to consider this achievement,
this magnum opus, and even before we put some flesh and
bones on it by considering Hooker the man, we must take
seriously the four centuries that separate us from him; we
must reckon with Hooker the myth.

HOOKER THE “ANGLICAN”
For Hooker, perhaps even more than most great writers of
the past, it is difficult to disentangle the man and his book
from his many interpreters and devotees. This may seem
surprising at first, for while we all know of Augustinians,
Thomists, Lutherans, and Calvinists, wearing their master’s
name as a badge of honor, there have been to date few, if
any, self-styled Hookerians. Rather, they simply called
themselves “Anglicans,” and therein lies the problem, for
there are perhaps as many definitions of what it means to
be a good Anglican as there are Anglicans. But it is not hard
3. See Jacobsen, “Law of a Commonweal.”
4. Richard Hooker, 1.
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to see, from the description above, how the Anglican Communion, and particularly the Church of England during
the heyday of Britishness—the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries—came to see Richard Hooker as summing up
everything that it admired about itself: learned and bookish, quiet and unassuming in conversation, but with a penchant for drama and eloquence when it came to writing,
dispositionally conservative and suspicious of innovation,
restrained but earnest in piety and worship, moderate in
doctrine, steeped in the classics and respectful of history
but with a pragmatic eye for the needs of the present, principled but flexible, and very, very English.
Of course, within this broad picture there was quite
enormous room for differences in churchmanship and
politics, with those at every point on the broad “Anglican”
spectrum—and some beyond it—claiming Hooker as inspiration. To tell the story of the various Hookers that have
paraded through the pages of English history and theology
over the past four centuries is, perhaps, to tell the story of
the Church of England, and now the Anglican Communion,
in all its permutations and conflicts.5 During the early seventeenth century, Hooker could be admired and invoked by
more evangelical and quasi-puritan churchmen, like James
Ussher and Thomas Morton, and by high-churchmen like
Lancelot Andrewes and Archbishop Laud. After the violent
rift of the English Civil War, Hooker was claimed as the patron saint of the new high-church orthodoxy that dominated
after the 1662 Act of Uniformity, but could at the same time
be championed by the greatest Dissenting theologian of the
era, Richard Baxter. As the great divide in English political theory opened up between the absolutist Robert Filmer
and the liberal John Locke, both men invoked the authority
5. For Hooker’s seventeenth-century reception, see Brydon,
Evolving Reputation.
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of the “judicious Mr. Hooker,” and Edmund Burke, the socalled “Father of British Conservatism” was to do the same
a century later, as were some of America’s founding fathers.
As the nineteenth-century Oxford Movement began their
campaign for an English church that was more Catholic
than Protestant, they managed to shoehorn Hooker into
their movement as a somewhat unreliable standard-bearer,
with Oxford Movement leader John Keble having to make a
few apologies for Hooker’s various Reformed indiscretions
in his influential edition of Hooker’s works.
As the chaos of the nineteenth century gave way to an
uneasy truce for much of the twentieth, evangelical Anglican churchmen tended to retreat from positions of influence, leaving the field largely to a moderate and sometimes
woolly Anglo-Catholicism which prided itself above all on
being a via media—between which two extremes exactly, it
was never quite sure. In such an environment, the reputation of Hooker thrived as never before, even as the influence
of his writing somewhat paradoxically declined, so that
Cargill Thompson could observe in 1972 that “Hooker has
tended to fall into the category of thinkers who are more
written about than studied,”6 and Arthur Stanley, eleven
years later, that “Richard Hooker belongs in that category
of authors who are more honored than read.”7 As Anglican
theological education has generally declined over recent
decades, even this cannot be taken for granted, and Charles
Miller, in a recent book on Hooker, and Stephen McGrade,
in a new edition of the Laws, have professed their aspiration
to bring Hooker back into the vicarage and the classroom.8
Even among most Anglican scholars and writers of the late
twentieth century, the concrete details of Hooker’s writing
6. “Philosopher of the Politic Society,” 132.
7. Richard Hooker, i.
8. See Miller, Vision of God, 11.
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had been so thoroughly overshadowed by the many-layered
myth of the judicious, via media Hooker that had grown up
around them, that he could regularly be invoked as a paragon of Anglican “sweet reasonableness” over against the
enemy of the moment (Calvinists and evangelicals being
the two most likely parties), without so much as a citation
or quotation being needed. Moreover, certain modern Anglican theological truisms, such as the idea that one ought
not really draw a distinction between the visible and invisible church, for fear of demeaning the former, could simply
be attributed to Hooker, in direct contradiction of his own
statements on the subject.9
At least four elements make up the mythical Hooker
as he commonly appeared until the last generation, and still
does among a number of readers. First, this Hooker is a serene philosopher, floating high above the fray of petty party
polemic as he penned his timeless theological tome. True,
he was not your run-of-the-mill Elizabethan polemicist, but
he does spend much of the Laws down in the trenches, so
to speak, and knows how to hold his own in a war of words
(see chapter 5 for a fuller discussion). Second, this Hooker is
thoroughly anti-Calvinist, steering the English church away
from the hot-headed and hard-hearted Genevan. True, he
departs from Calvin’s particular formulations on a number
of issues, but then, so did almost any Reformed theologian
of stature during this period; historians now recognize that
Calvin was simply one Reformed authority among many in
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. And this is, after
all, Hooker’s main point when he discusses Calvin in his
Preface: “but wise men are men, and truth is truth” (Pref.
2.7). Calvin deserved honor, but not adulation, and certainly ought not become the yardstick of orthodoxy. Third, the
9. See for instance Miller, Vision of God, 228, and for more on this
issue, ch. 10 below.
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mythical Hooker is the great retriever of Thomas Aquinas,
who had been rejected by his Protestant predecessors. It is
certainly true that Hooker was a great admirer of Aquinas,
and draws on him particularly in Book I of the Laws, but
there was nothing particularly novel about this among later
sixteenth-century Protestants. Hooker’s Reformed contemporary at the University of Leiden, Franciscus Junius,
draws upon Aquinas far more extensively in his own treatise on law.10 Finally, this Hooker is a “high-churchman,” a
defender of rich liturgy, tradition, episcopacy, sacraments,
and all those wonderful things with a faint whiff of incense
that people like about Anglicanism. True enough, he does
defend all those things, but the anachronistic metaphor of
height does little to help us understand in what sense or for
what reasons he defends each. In fact, much of what he has
to say on each would make later Anglican high-churchmen
uncomfortable, at least if they were reading him carefully.
He is certainly no low-church evangelical either, however,
but we will have to wait till chapters 10 and 11 before attempting to properly map out his ecclesiology.

HOOKER IN RECENT SCHOLARSHIP
Thankfully, even as the effacement of the real Hooker and
the real Laws was reaching its apogee, a contrary trend began to take shape, which has revolutionized Hooker scholarship over the past quarter century. Or rather, two contrary
trends, each contrary to the received myth of Hooker,
but equally contrary to one another, began to take shape.
They may both be conveniently dated to 1988, when Peter
Lake, the great historian of Puritanism and early modern
England, published his book Anglicans and Puritans? and
10. See my forthcoming “Hooker, Junius, and a Reformed Theology of Law.”
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Torrance Kirby, now a leading Reformation scholar, defended his Oxford dissertation, soon afterward published
as Richard Hooker’s Doctrine of the Royal Supremacy.
Both were historians above all, out to puncture unhistorical hagiographic versions of Richard Hooker, but
with very different methods and agendas. Kirby, relying on
a close reading of Hooker’s text and earlier Reformation
theologians such as Luther and Calvin, came to the following conclusions:
1. Hooker self-consciously presented himself not as
the paradigmatic “Anglican,” the guardian of the via
media understood as not quite Protestant or Catholic,
but simply as an English Reformed theologian, representative of the best of what his Protestant predecessors had to offer.
2. Indeed, not only this, but Hooker went so far as to
accuse his Puritan opponents of being bad Protestants, unwittingly eroding some key gains of the
Reformation.
3. Hooker was, it would appear, by and large correct in
this self-presentation.
To some extent, Kirby’s arguments had been anticipated by many of the best readers of Hooker over the previous
decades and centuries, though they had never been stated
so crisply and compellingly (and point 2, in particular, had
been little noticed by most).
Kirby’s argument obviously threatened to dismantle
the comfortable myths that supported much contemporary moderate and liberal Anglicanism, inasmuch as it
aligned Hooker much more closely with that bête noire of
modernity, John Calvin. Perhaps Hooker was not so much
the apostle of reason over Scripture, of open-ended openmindedness over doctrinal clarity, of historical change over
8
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timeless truth that many had happily imagined. Perhaps he
hewed too close for comfort to unpopular Protestant doctrines like sola Scriptura, predestination, a spiritual presence
in the Eucharist, the visible/invisible church distinction, the
Christian magistrate, etc. It should be little surprise, then,
that some evangelical Anglicans latched onto Kirby’s reading as a way to claim Hooker’s great mantle for themselves
in the bitter debates currently tearing at the fabric of the
Anglican Communion.11 In response, their more liberal
counterparts sought to smear Kirby as a partisan ideologue
abusing Hooker for a contemporary ecclesiastical agenda.12
History, it would appear, is never just history, but always
the scaffolding for some contemporary project or another;
shake the scaffold, and you shouldn’t be surprised if those
on top start lobbing stones down at you.
The other new trend in Hooker interpretation, represented by Peter Lake and his disciples, was very different
indeed, and characterized perhaps above all by its attempt
to avoid any sign of ecclesiastical partisanship. To be sure, it
in fact shared with Kirby the first plank of his argument—
that Hooker did in fact represent himself as authentically
Reformed—but it firmly rejected the third—i.e., that he
actually was. This was in part due to a methodological
commitment to agnosticism about any such truth-claims;
as Lake summarized this historiographical orthodoxy, “The
aim is to describe and to understand, not to adjudicate
these disputes.”13 From this socio-rhetorical point of view,
if both Hooker and his Puritan interlocutors claim to be
most faithful to the Reformers, the historian simply has no
11. See for instance Atkinson, Richard Hooker, and the preface by
Alister McGrath.
12. See for instance Gibbs, “Prophet of Anglicanism.” This smear
is the more baffling given that Kirby is not, in fact, an evangelical.
13. Lake, “Puritanism, Arminianism, and Nicholas Tyacke,” 12.
9
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business adjudicating this particular debate. The most he
can do is say what factors (which are as likely to be social
and political as they are intellectual) led each party to make
this claim.
Somewhat oddly, though, this is not really what we
find Lake himself doing in Anglicans and Puritans or subsequent writings; he is not content to tell us what Hooker
said he thought, but to analyze what he really thought, and
whether it was in fact faithful to his predecessors or something new. Lake is convinced that by attending carefully
to the political context of these writings and customary
rhetorical conventions, we can read through the superficial “politically correct” affirmations in Hooker’s text and
detect a sometimes very different subtext, staking out new
theological ground on issues like the doctrine of Scripture,
political authority, ecclesiology, the sacraments, predestination, and much more. On this basis, Lake concludes
that although it is clearly not the case that Hooker was the
paragon of some already-existing via media “Anglicanism,” as many forms of the mythology had it, he could very
well be said to be the forerunner of it, or its surreptitious
“inventor.”14 This claim of Lake’s—that on a whole host of
topics, Hooker “invented” a new theological synthesis—has
proven remarkably influential, despite the fact that it would
seem to fly in the face of Lake’s own methodological agnosticism, and despite the fact that Lake has never really
claimed any expertise on any Protestant theology beyond
England’s shores.
It should be clear from this description that while
both trends puncture the old myth of the serene via media
Hooker, they do so at very different points. Kirby’s interpretation challenges the theology of the received Hooker,
insisting that it is less distinctively “Anglican” (whatever
14. Anglicans and Puritans, 227.
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that might mean) than simply English Reformed. Lake
challenges the rhetoric and method of the received Hooker,
insisting that he is not a detached irenical philosopher, but
a pugilistic polemicist willing to talk out of both sides of
his mouth, who must be read with a hermeneutic of suspicion to be rightly understood. Despite this, however, many
Anglicans who have had a heavy stake in the old moderate progressive Hooker have been willing to accept Lake’s
hermeneutic of suspicion as the necessary price to pay to
ward off Kirby’s more evangelical interpretation.15 Meanwhile, many scholars in the humanities, with little theological interest, have gravitated toward Lake’s approach as one
well representing the emphases on socio-political context,
and deconstructive rhetorical analysis, that dominate the
historical discipline today.16
Curiously, though, while in most respects decrying
earlier readings of Hooker as un-historical, this school of
interpretation has at one point remained largely enslaved to
the biases of the older Anglican Hooker: its insularity. The
old urban legend of the London newspaper headline that
read “Fog in Channel, Continent Cut Off ” says it all: Brits
have always had a tendency to think of whatever happens
in continental Europe as a largely irrelevant sideshow that
has little impact on the important, and very distinctively
British, goings-on within the British Isles. The old myth
of the oh-so-Anglican Hooker had as one of its key pillars
15. One can witness this in A. J. Joyce’s Richard Hooker and Anglican Moral Theology, where she appeals to Lake’s method of “historical objectivity” and adopts a deconstructive reading of his rhetoric
expressly in order to refute the evangelicals like Kirby and even, it
sometimes feels, to render Hooker more appealing to modern Anglican sensibilities.
16. Ethan Shagan’s treatment of Hooker in ch. 3 of the Rule of
Moderation, with its explicit appeal to Foucauldian method, is perhaps one of the striking examples of this approach.
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the idea that while Lutherans could have their Luther and
Calvinists their Calvin, Englishmen had their Hooker, and
their other home-grown theologians, and so had no need
to look abroad. It is a strange feature of some newer, more
historically rigorous readings of Hooker that they remain
shackled to this Anglo-centric perspective, especially as
Reformation scholarship generally has taken a more and
more international approach, recognizing the extraordinary cross-pollination between regions and traditions that
characterized the sixteenth century. One strength of Kirby’s
approach, and other scholars who have followed in his footsteps, is his close attention to the role of the Continental
Reformed theologians Peter Martyr Vermigli and Heinrich
Bullinger in the development of the Elizabethan Church
and perhaps Richard Hooker particularly. Recent work has
widened the lens to consider the relevance of figures like
Philipp Melanchthon, Jerome Zanchi, and Franciscus Junius as well for grasping Hooker’s theological milieu.17
From all this, I hope it is evident by now that Richard Hooker is of profound relevance, and ought to be of
profound interest, to more than just Anglicans. If Kirby
is right, then Protestants of any stripe have a great deal to
learn from Hooker. He was in many ways a faithful exponent of some of Luther’s key ideas, whose work is partially
parallelled by eminent early modern Lutheran jurists. He
was deeply conversant with the theology of the great leaders
of the Reformed tradition, such as Bullinger, Vermigli, and
Calvin, and although not slavishly devoted to any of these,
saw himself, as almost every English Protestant theologian
of his day, as part of the international family of Reformed
churches. The painful later rift between “Reformed” and
17. See the forthcoming Kindred-Barnes and Littlejohn, eds.,
Richard Hooker and Reformed Orthodoxy, for a collection of essays
trying to situate Hooker within this broader context.
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“Anglican,” which has had such harmful consequences for
both traditions, was still many decades in the future. And to
the extent that Hooker was not a man for party labels, but
interested simply in being a “reformed catholic,” a Protestant steeped in the tradition of the Fathers and scholastics,
he ought to hold great interest for ecumenically-minded
Protestants of all traditions, and indeed ecumenicallyminded Catholics as well.
Even if Lake is right, and some of the above points
turn out to be overstated, then Hooker ought to hold wide
interest for political theorists and ethicists, not to mention
sociologists of religion. With a burst of renewed interest
in Christian ethics and political theology in recent years,
especially in North America, many Protestants have felt like
they’ve had to show up to the party empty-handed. Where
Catholics have Aquinas and the comprehensive documents
of Catholic Social Teaching, Protestants are often unsure
where to turn to in finding a robust foundation for ethical
and political reasoning in our tradition. Although in this
slim volume, I can do no more than hint at some of the
reasons why, I believe that we will find few if any better
resources for such reasoning, from the age of Reformation at least, than the thought of Richard Hooker. I must,
however, postpone any further reflections on what Richard
Hooker might have to offer us today until we come to the
final chapter.
In parts 2 and 3 we will delve much more deeply into
the vision that drove Hooker’s theology, and the nuanced
ways he sought to engage some of the controversial questions of his age. But first, we must say a bit more about the
tumultuous age into which Hooker was born, and how he
came to find himself an apologist for “the present state of
the Church of God established” in Elizabethan England.

13
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FOR DISCUSSION
1. What are some reasons why Hooker’s thought has
come to mean so many different things to different
people?
2. Compare and contrast the recent interpretations of
Hooker offered by Torrance Kirby and Peter Lake.
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RICHARD HOOKER:
THE MAN
In itself, the life of Richard Hooker is perhaps remarkable above all for its unremarkableness. As mentioned already, his was much more the contemplative than the active
life, unlike the thunderous movers and shakers of the first
decades of the Reformation, and equally unlike some of his
more hot-headed Puritan opponents in England. His famous controversy with presbyterian leader Walter Travers
at the Temple (about which there is more below), is perhaps
so well-known and frequently-discussed chiefly because it
was Hooker’s only notable moment of public conflict during a time and place when public conflict seemed more the
norm than the exception for many churchmen.
Nor did Hooker ever hold any particularly high office,
neither bishopric nor deanery, nor a mastership at one of
the great colleges of Cambridge or Oxford. In this he was
virtually unique among the leading English theological
writers of his time, especially those who took up their pen
on behalf of the established church, who could generally
expect swift promotion into and perhaps within the ranks
of the twenty-seven bishops of Elizabeth’s church. This lack
15

Richard Hooker

of promotion may owe something to Hooker’s relatively
early death at forty-six, though younger consecrations
were not uncommon. But it also seems that Hooker had no
strong desire for high ecclesiastical office, requesting to be
transferred from his influential post at the Temple to a rural
parish in 1591. Indeed, whatever criticisms his opponents
then and now have had for him, none have ever been able
to accuse him of using theological polemic as a tool for personal ambition.
On account of this relatively quiet life, we have for
Hooker even less biographical information than for many
in this era (and as Shakespeare scholars well know, that
isn’t much even for the most well-known figures). Our
chief resource is the 1665 biography by Izaak Walton, often
mocked for its dubious anecdotes and unabashedly hagiographical tone. However, in Walton’s defense, subsequent
biographical research, and the study of Hooker’s texts, has
uncovered little to contradict Walton’s flattering portrait of
a man characterized chiefly by humility, piety, charity, and
extraordinary learning. Indeed, one of Hooker’s friends,
John Spenser, wrote shortly after Hooker’s death,
What admirable height of learning and depth
of judgment dwelled in the lowly mind of this
true humble man, great in all wise men’s eyes,
except his own; with what gravity and majesty
of speech, his tongue and pen uttered heavenly
mysteries, whose eyes in the humility of his
heart were always cast down to the ground;
how all things that proceeded from him were
breathed, as from the spirit of love, as if he like
the bird of the Holy Ghost, the dove, had wanted
gall; let those who knew him not in person judge
by . . . his writings.1
1. Keble, ed., Works, 1:152–53.
16
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Modern scholars have been inclined to raise an eyebrow or two at this halo-tinged description, not least because they have taken Spenser’s advice and looked more
closely at Hooker’s writings. In particular, we now have
access to his handwritten marginal notes in response to
the one published criticism of his writings to appear in his
lifetime, A Christian Letter of Certain English Protestants
(1599). They range from the mildly snarky “A doctine
which would have pleased Caligula, Nero, and other such
monsters to hear,” to the obviously ill-tempered “Ignorant
ass!” to the frankly hilarious, “Your godfathers and godmothers have much to answer unto God for not seeing you
better catechised.”2 Many modern scholars have taken these
as evidence that Hooker was only mild-mannered and
charitable until poked; then he could react with as much
ire as anyone. However, C. S. Lewis has observed that in
fact what these marginal notes tell us is how hard Hooker
worked to discipline his personal emotions (which were not
always saintlike) to keep them from distorting his public
discourse.3 For we also have access to the incomplete manuscript of Hooker’s response to the Christian Letter which
he intended for publication, and in this there is no trace of
the rancour or personal insults which come through in the
private notes. This stands in notable contrast to the typical conventions of sixteenth-century theological polemic,
even (perhaps especially) among such Protestant heroes as
Luther or Calvin.

2. FLE 4:13, 22.
3. English Literature in the Sixteenth Century, 453: “The mellow
gold of the Polity is not merely the natural overflow of a mild eupeptic
who has good reason to be pleased with the status quo. It is the work
of prudence, of art, of moral virtue, and (as Hooker would no doubt
have said) of Grace. It is also an obedience to ‘decorum.’”
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Of course, this does not at all mean that Hooker could
not be moved to strong passions at what he saw to be in error,
nor that the grand prose of the Laws is free from passages of
fairly sharp polemic or cutting backhanded compliments.
But all this shows is that Hooker cared deeply about the
truths at stake. Although a number of recent scholars have
sought to accuse him of deliberate and slanderous misrepresentation of his opponents, thus far they have failed to
substantiate their charges with much evidence.4 We will
have much more to say about this when we come to chapter
5, on Hooker as polemicist. For now, though, let us survey
what we do know about Hooker’s life, and perhaps more
importantly, situate it against the backdrop of tempestuous
events and theological wranglings that characterized this
formative period in English history.

EARLY LIFE
Richard Hooker was born in late 1553 or early 1554 in a village on the outskirts of Exeter in southwest England, then,
as now, a prosperous port and a cathedral city. Hooker’s
immediate family, despite some notable ancestors, were not
particularly prosperous, and his father Roger appears to
have spent most of Hooker’s childhood abroad in Ireland
as a soldier and adventurer. This left young Richard and his
mother dependent upon his uncle John, perhaps fortunately for Richard and for posterity, since John was not merely
well-to-do but well-educated and well-connected. In 1554,
though, these connections—notably to the great Italian
reformer Peter Martyr Vermigli, who had been serving as
4. See for instance Joyce, Richard Hooker and Anglican Moral
Theology, ch. 3, and my remarks in “Search for a Reformed Hooker,”
76–78. Of course, this does not mean that he is never guilty of uncharitable reading, nor of seeking to put his opponents in a bad light,
but these are rather different charges. See further chapter 5 below.
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professor of divinity at Oxford under the Protestant king
Edward VI—must have felt like more curse than blessing.
Queen Mary (known to history not unreasonably as “Bloody
Mary” for her martyrdom of hundreds of Protestants) had
just ascended the throne on the boy-king’s death, and was
determined to reverse the rapid progress the Reformation
had made in England over the past few years. Vermigli and
other foreign Protestant leaders who had been invited over
by Edward were allowed to pack their bags and return to
the Continent, and in the chaotic first few months of Mary’s
reign, many of their friends and students hastened to join
them. These included John Hooker and Vermigli’s star student, John Jewel, who was also to play a significant role in
the young Richard’s life. Those Protestants who already held
high office in the Church of England were not so fortunate;
they remained at their posts, were arrested, and before long
burned at the stake: most notable among them were Bishop
John Hooper on February 9, 1555, Bishops Nicholas Ridley
and Hugh Latimer on October 16 of that year, and Archbishop Thomas Cranmer on March 21 of the following year.
Fortunately for the Hooker family, the Protestant
cause did not have to wait long for a dramatic change of fortunes. The sudden death of Mary in late 1558 and accession
of the firmly Protestant Queen Elizabeth struck contemporary Protestants as a great act of divine deliverance, and
it is difficult for us looking back, and seeing the profound
ambiguity of Elizabeth’s policies, to understand just how
fervently many of her Protestant subjects reverenced her.
Hooker himself would later write of her, having lived virtually his whole life under her extraordinarily long reign, as
her especially whose sacred power matched
with incomparable goodness of nature has hitherto been God’s most happy instrument by him
miraculously kept for works of so miraculous
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preservation and safety to others, that as “By the
sword of God and Gideon,” was sometime the
cry of the people Israel, so it might deservedly
be at this day the joyful song of innumerable
multitudes, yea the Emblem of some estates
and Dominions in the world, and (which must
be eternally confessed even with tears of thankfulness) the true inscription style or title of all
Churches as yet standing within this Realm, “By
the goodness of God and his servant Elizabeth
we are” (Book V, Dedication.10).

Elizabeth’s accession brought the exiled English Protestants such as John Jewel and John Hooker hastening
home. As she rapidly moved to institutionalize England’s
third great religious change in barely a decade, many of
these exiles took up positions as bishops in her church, ensuring the profound ongoing influence of Vermigli and also
Heinrich Bullinger, the leader of the Reformed church at
Zurich where many of these exiles had resided.
John Hooker, meanwhile, returned to Exeter, where
within a few years he noticed the precocious talents of his
nephew Richard, and funded his education at the local
grammar school. By 1568 or 1569, Richard was deemed
ready for further study at university, a privilege reserved for
just a handful in his day. To financially support his studies,
John Hooker turned to his old friend John Jewel, now installed as bishop of nearby Salisbury and the leading apologist of the Church of England. Jewel interviewed Richard,
was deeply impressed by his talents, and agreed to secure
him a place at his own alma mater, Corpus Christi College
at Oxford, provide financial support, and keep an eye on
Richard’s developing career.
When Hooker came to Oxford, portentous developments were beginning to unfold at her more radical rival,
Cambridge University. There a young theology lecturer
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named Thomas Cartwright was lecturing through the book
of Acts, and expounding a new theory of church government
that came to be known as presbyterianism.5 It appears that
Cartwright got some of his ideas from his studies in Geneva
with Calvin’s successor Theodore Beza, some perhaps from
the structure of the independent churches of foreign exiles
in London, and some from the Scottish church and his
friend there Andrew Melville. But most of all, Cartwright
claimed to get it direct from Scripture, finding there in the
text a detailed biblical blueprint for church polity which no
one had recognized there since the first generations after
Christ. Cartwright was soon to make enough enemies, by
his teaching and his personality, to get dismissed from his
post at Cambridge, but he had gained enough adherents
to start a movement. The presbyterian theory was quick to
gain credibility among England’s more zealous and restless
Protestants, who were seething with disgruntlement at the
bishops after the recent “Vestiarian Controversy.”
This had started when a number of Protestant clergy,
generally those who had been exiled abroad under Mary,
declined to wear the ceremonial vestments stipulated in
Elizabeth’s new church order, since they seemed to symbolize too much continuity with the very recent Catholic past.
Elizabeth, appreciating ceremony, not liking to be contradicted, and trying to maintain delicate diplomatic relations
with Catholic monarchs abroad (not to mention with her
many Catholic subjects still in England), clamped down
and demanded complete uniformity. Her bishops dutifully
though regretfully enforced her orders, leading the scrupulous dissenters to appeal to Reformers abroad. These by and
large sided with the bishops, not necessarily out of support
5. The best studies of Cartwright and his ecclesiology are perhaps
still the venerable old treatments by A. F. Scott Pearson: Church and
State, and Thomas Cartwright and Elizabethan Puritanism. See also
Joan Lockwood O’Donovan, Theology of Law and Authority, ch. 8.
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for the vestments per se, but out of support for the right of
the monarch to establish uniform standards in such secondary matters, or adiaphora as they were called. Some of
the English Protestants, however, were not so sure. Perhaps
no human authority had the right to meddle with liturgical matters, which must instead be guided by Scripture.
Perhaps even, as Cartwright had begun to argue, church
government too fell within the realm of things laid down
unchangeably in Scripture.
Unfortunately for such reform-minded Protestants,
the political atmosphere was increasingly unfavorable for
such concerns. In 1569, Catholic nobles in the north of
England had rebelled against Elizabeth, and the pope responded belatedly by issuing a bull excommunicating her
and calling on her subjects to rebel. Protestants who questioned her authority over the church were bound to look
bad, and many churchmen had difficulty sympathizing
with their agitations when they ought to be united against
the common enemy of Rome. Nevertheless, some of Cartwright’s younger and more radical disciples pressed ahead,
releasing an Admonition to Parliament just before Parliament met in 1572, which brazenly declared, “We in England are so far off from having a church rightly reformed,
according to the prescript of God’s word, that as yet we are
not come to the outward face of the same,”6 and called for
the establishment of presbyterian government, along with
other major reforms. The pamphlet was suppressed by the
authorities, but still traveled far and wide, creating a sensation.7 A tedious but heated literary battle ensued over
the following five years between Cartwright (now in exile
6. Frere and Douglas, eds., Puritan Manifestoes, 9.
7. The classic study of the rise of the Puritan movement, including the Admonition controversy, remains Patrick Collinson’s Elizabethan Puritan Movement.
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in Holland) and John Whitgift, Master of Trinity College,
Cambridge, and the future Archbishop of Canterbury. Despite the frequently trivial nature of the issues (for instance,
where in the church the minister should stand at certain
points in the service), profound differences in ecclesiology
lay under the surface, and the interaction generated heated
polemics, especially from the younger Cartwright. Hooker
was later to refer obliquely to Cartwright with one of his
most famous lines in the Laws: “Concerning the defender of
which admonitions, all that I mean to say is but this: There
will come a time when three words uttered with charity and
meekness shall receive a far more blessed reward than three
thousand volumes written with disdainful sharpness of wit”
(Pref. 2.10). Indeed, many scholars have suggested that the
Laws was written in part as a response to Cartwright’s last
salvo in the controversy, which Whitgift had never bothered to answer. But let us get back to Hooker at Oxford.
Despite the controversies raging throughout the
1570s, this was for Hooker himself a time of quiet and relatively uneventful study. He came under the wing of some of
the best theological minds at Oxford, with William Cole as
president of his college, John Rainolds as his primary tutor,
and Lawrence Humphrey as another teacher and mentor.
All three had been exiles under Mary and disciples of Peter
Martyr Vermigli, and all three had moderate Puritan sympathies of one kind or another. Humphrey had been one of
the instigators in the earlier Vestiarian controversy, though
he did not continue the battle when it was clear it had gone
against him. John Rainolds, esteemed as one of the most
learned Englishmen of his age, was later to serve as one of
the Puritan delegates to the Hampton Court Conference of
1604, where King James considered Puritan objections to
the Book of Common Prayer. The scattered evidence we
have suggests that these men seem to have imparted some
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of their moderate Puritan influence on Hooker during his
years of study, and he remained lifelong friends with Rainolds. This evidence lends credence to his insistence, at the
beginning of the Laws, that he started out sympathetic to the
Puritan cause, and even where he did not understand all of
their contentions, he assumed they must be well-grounded,
until he turned to investigate carefully for himself. Perhaps
a more lasting influence on Hooker’s thought was Humphrey’s and Rainolds’s appreciation for Aristotle, of whose
works their teacher Vermigli had been an enthusiastic advocate. To be sure, most educated Reformed theologians of
this period would have been well-versed in the Aristotelian
system, but the philosopher left a particularly deep impression on Hooker, which manifests itself frequently in the
pages of the Laws.
In any case, his academic career progressed as well as
might be expected, with Hooker gaining his BA in 1573,
his MA in 1577, and becoming a fellow of the college in
1579. He also began to tutor his own students, beginning
quite auspiciously with Edwin Sandys and George Cranmer. Edwin’s father, also named Edwin, was a friend of
Jewel’s, another Vermigli disciple, and currently bishop of
London. He was soon to become Archbishop of York, the
second-ranking churchman in the kingdom. George, as his
last name suggests, was related to Thomas Cranmer, the late
Archbishop of Canterbury. Both students were to become
Hooker’s lifelong friends and advocates, and Edwin had
an illustrious career in Parliament and as a member of the
Virginia Company.

PUBLIC CONTROVERSIES
By the time the 1580s began, Hooker was being encouraged by his mentors to take a more active part in church
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affairs. He was ordained a deacon in 1579 and a priest in
1581, and shortly afterward was given an opportunity to
preach at Paul’s Cross, the great public pulpit by St. Paul’s
Cathedral where aspiring preachers could expect to have
many of the great men and women of London, including
sometimes the queen herself, among their audience. Never
one to make things too easy for himself, he chose as his
topic the doctrine of predestination, offering, as it would
appear from the accounts we have, a moderate version of
the doctrine closer to that taught by Heinrich Bullinger of
Zurich than to Calvin and Beza’s stronger doctrine, which
was then coming increasingly into vogue.8 Predestination
and controversy have always gone hand-in-hand, and
Hooker quickly encountered his fair share of detractors,
although, since John Aylmer, Bishop of London, appears to
have supported him, it turned out well enough for him in
the end. During this first stay in London, Hooker also appears to have perhaps first made the acquaintance of John
Churchman, who was to serve as a landlord, patron, and
eventually father-in-law in the coming years.
A little over three years later, in early 1585, Hooker’s
well-positioned friends secured for him the nomination to the prestigious position of Master of the Temple.
The Temple Church, so named because it founded by the
Knights Templar in the late twelfth century, and built as
a small-scale replica of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre
in Jerusalem, which served as the parish of the lawyers
and law students of the Inner and Middle Temple. As the
heart of the legal profession in England, the Temple was a
position of substantial influence and political importance,
and Hooker’s appointment to such a position at the age of
just thirty-one tells us something about how well he had
8. See Neelands, “Richard Hooker’s Paul’s Cross Sermon.”
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impressed his superiors. However, there was also a fair bit
of political wrangling that lay behind the decision.
After several years of relative quiet, the presbyterian
movement had burst back onto the scene in the early 1580s.
John Whitgift, once appointed Archbishop of Canterbury
in 1583, moved quickly to enforce strict conformity on the
Church of England, as Elizabeth seems to have intended
in selecting him for the position. By requiring Puritanminded ministers to subscribe unreservedly to the ThirtyNine Articles and Book of Common Prayer, he hoped to
weed out conscientious objectors. Instead, he provoked a
backlash. Beleaguered ministers quickly appealed to sympathetic nobleman to push for reforms in Parliament, and
in the meantime, gravitated toward the more radical presbyterian wing, seeing a complete overhaul of the church as
the only way to attain their aims. By 1584, a secret presbyterian network was taking shape throughout the country,
and it would grow and consolidate over the next five years.
Walter Travers, one of the leading presbyterian theorists, who had not even been ordained in the Church of
England, had enough powerful friends to secure a position
as Reader (i.e., assistant minister) in the Temple Church
back in 1581, and with the retirement of the aged Master,
was expected to succeed him. However, in the increasingly
polarized climate, Whitgift and Aylmer intervened to select
a more suitable candidate. Travers had already succeeded in
swaying many of the members of the Temple to a Puritan
and even presbyterian perspective, so Hooker was selected
as a middle-of-the-road candidate who would hopefully be
acceptable to the parishioners, and to Travers, to whom he
was related by marriage, but reliable from the standpoint of
the authorities.
Conflict began almost immediately, however. Travers had already gone some ways towards reorganizing
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the church along quasi-presbyterian lines, and he asked
Hooker to wait for the congregation to formally approve
his appointment to the post before taking up his ministry
(since, for Travers, congregational approval was essential
for a legitimate ministerial call). Hooker was bewildered
by such a violation of protocol, and declined. After this
inauspicious start, Travers treated Hooker’s ministry with
suspicion, never really conceding the authority of this government appointee five years his junior.
So it was not long before the tension exploded into
a public confrontation. Later that year, Hooker preached a
series of sermons on justification, in which he argued that,
though the Catholic doctrine may be contrary to the gospel,
that does not imply that all the Catholic faithful, holding
that doctrine in confused form, are damned. Travers, hearing of the contents of the first sermon, decided to denounce
it in his afternoon sermon, without conferring with Hooker
first to be sure he had understood him properly. This unseemly spectacle continued for the next few weeks, with
Hooker preaching each Sunday morning to a packed audience, and the crowds returning in the afternoon to hear
Travers’ refutation. Archbishop Whitgift, hearing of the
proceedings, issued an order silencing Travers, upon which
Travers appealed his case to the Queen’s Privy Council, denouncing Hooker for various breaches of orthodoxy. The
council found in favor of Hooker, however, and Travers
was dismissed from his post. Hooker, however, found his
position at the Temple quite uncomfortable thereafter, with
many of his parishioners sympathetic to their banished
Reader, and he eagerly accepted transfer to a less prestigious rural parish in 1591.
During these same years, the presbyterian agitation was
coming to a head in a series of high-stakes showdowns. Ever-bolder demands in Parliament were met with ever-more
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peremptory commands from the queen for Parliament to
desist from discussing church policy; this, she said, was to
be determined by the bishops, by which she meant primarily herself. Puritan ire, however, fell almost solely on the
bishops, due to the profound personal loyalty to the queen
which even the staunchest Puritans seem to have shared. In
1588 and 1589, a series of scurrilous tracts directed at the
bishops and the leading conformist writers issued from the
pen of an anonymous satirist named Martin Marprelate. So
shocking was the tone of these pamphlets that Cartwright,
Travers, and other leaders rushed to condemn them, but
the damage was done. Counter-propagandists and court
preachers were quickly able to begin turning the public relations tide. In this they were helped also by the seemingly
miraculous defeat of the Spanish Armada that year, which
seemed to manifest God’s favor toward the English Church,
and by drastically reducing the Catholic threat, enabled the
government to focus their attention on the presbyterians as
the leading public enemy.
The most radical reformers made the government’s
job comparatively easy. Several leaders defected from the
presbyterian wing of reform to argue for some form of
congregationalism, and the end of a nationally-established
church altogether, which sounded little better than treason
to most people’s ears in 1590. Still worse, a fanatic by the
name of William Hacket claimed to be anointed by the
Holy Ghost to bring judgment upon the queen and the
whole English church. After attracting a few followers and
inciting a riot, he was arrested and executed for treason.
The ecclesiastical authorities had little difficulty convincing themselves and others that this sort of fanaticism was
the logical result of the biblicism and misplaced zeal of the
presbyterian reformers. Cartwright and other leaders were
brought to trial, and although most were released, they got
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the message, and agitation for reform quieted to a murmur
for the remaining decade of Elizabeth’s reign.

WRITING THE LAWS
In the midst of all this, Hooker had conceived the idea for
a book, a book systematically defending the worship and
structure of the English church against her detractors.
To be sure, such books, often funded by Whitgift or the
court, were pouring from London’s presses during these
years, but Hooker wanted to try to do something different.
Rather than simply answering the latest Puritan polemic
in a tedious counterpoint, or composing a ponderous admonition to shut up and obey, as many conformists were
doing, he wanted to write a systematic investigation of the
whole debate, beginning with the foundational theological
and hermeneutical questions at stake, and then gradually
proceeding to the particular points of dispute. We are not
quite sure when Hooker began work on the Laws, but it
was perhaps not long after he married Joan Churchman in
1588, an auspicious union that brought him the support of
a sympathetic father-in-law, a handsome dowry, and four
children (though his two sons died in childhood). Unfortunately, like many writers who insist on doing things
properly, rather than rushing their books to press, Hooker
missed his moment. As he was wrapping up the first four
books of an envisioned eight in 1592, the presbyterian
movement was collapsing after the Hacket conspiracy and
the trials. Suddenly, nobody seemed much interested in
printing yet another contribution to the debate, especially
one that spent more time talking about the eternal law than
the threat of sedition.
Hooker’s friend and former student Edwin Sandys
came to his aid and financed the publication of the first four
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books, which received a lukewarm reception. Undeterred,
Hooker pressed on with the monumental Book V, larger
than the first four combined, which came to press in 1597.
By this time, Hooker was residing at the prosperous parish of Bishopsbourne, near Canterbury, and had begun to
establish a remarkable circle of friends. His closest appears
to have been Hadrian Saravia, a Dutch theologian who had
immigrated to England after ecclesiastical controversy at
home and had turned his pen against the evils of presbyterianism, as he had seen it in Holland and now in England; no
less a theologian than Theodore Beza, Calvin’s successor at
Geneva, was to take up the controversy with Saravia. Others
included Lancelot Andrewes, the future favorite of James I
and legendarily learned supervisor of the King James Bible,
and Thomas Morton, who was to become one of the finest
evangelical bishops in James’s church a couple decades later.
Hooker’s efforts to whip Books VI–VIII into satisfactory shape were slowed by constructive criticism from
his friends, by the political sensitivity of the issues, and
Hooker’s idiosyncratic views on them (his theory of the
royal supremacy might have scandalized his queen), and by
the publication of A Christian Letter in 1599. Hooker spent
some time composing a response to the criticisms of his
work given there, which survives as the tantalizing “Dublin
Fragments” (the manuscript having been discovered in the
archive of Trinity College, Dublin), most of which focuses
on the issue of predestination, and which has given rise to
many rival readings of Hooker’s doctrine. Unfortunately, as
was all too common in those days, he fell ill from a cold
which steadily worsened, and passed away on October 26,
1600, at the age of forty-six, leaving both this response and
the Laws unfinished. Although his friends intended to bring
these remaining writings to print in some form, it was not
until 1648 that Books VI and VIII appeared, not until 1662
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that Book VII appeared, and not until a few decades ago
that scholars satisfactorily established that these volumes,
as they have come down to us, are essentially genuine.
Less than three years after Hooker’s death, his beloved
queen passed away, followed within a few months by her
dutiful archbishop, John Whitgift. This sudden changing of
the guard, with James VI and I taking up his seat in London and Richard Bancroft at Canterbury, led to important
changes in the policy of the English church, many of them in
directions which Hooker himself had argued for. Although
comparatively forgotten in the years immediately following
his death, Hooker’s reputation grew steadily throughout the
century, until he attained the legendary status described in
the last chapter.
So now it is time to turn our full attention to the book
that nourished that legend, and on which Hooker expended
fully a quarter of his life, the Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity.

FOR DISCUSSION
1. Who were some key influences on Hooker’s early life
and education, and how did they shape his thinking?
2. What factors led to the rise of the presbyterian
movement in Elizabeth’s reign, and why was it so
controversial?
3. In what ways was Hooker’s life unusual compared to
that of other leading apologists for Elizabeth’s church?
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