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abstract

This article compares and contrasts England’s first three Witchcraft Acts (1542, 1563, and 
1604) with demonological treatises published by English theologians and clerics between 
1580 and 1627 with the intention of highlighting the different ways both types of texts defined 
witches and their actions. This research focuses on cunning folk as healers to emphasize the 
disparity of interests and aims that underpinned the representation of witchcraft in civil law 
and religious treatises concerning that issue. I suggest that during Elizabethan and Jacobean 
periods, discussions about the definition of witchcraft became one of the battlefields where 
those who thought the English Reformation had achieved its ends and those who propelled 
a more thorough disciplining of the population to create a godly society collided. I argue that 
demonological works served, among other purposes, to express grievances about the official 
religious policy.
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introduction

The outbreak and development of the Reformation gave birth to profound the-
ological discussions around themes as diverse as sacraments, salvation, liturgy, 
priesthood, and the nature of the relation between humanity and God. This 
scrutiny over the foundations of Christianity also reached the figure of the Devil, 
although not immediately. In the 1580s, after half a century of bitter religious 
wars and conflicts initiated by the fracture of Western Christianity,  demonology 

to accommodate the earthly kingdom to 
divine will: official and nonconformist 
definitions of  witchcraft in england 
(ca. 1542–1630)

Agustin Mendez 



 agustin mendez  279

regained the attention received from European intellectuals between 1430 and 
1490 during the outburst of the first witch-hunts in the Alpine and surrounding 
regions. England was no exception. The first English demonological treatises 
were published during the 1580s, a fact usually (and correctly) associated both 
with the rising numbers of indictments for witchcraft in the realm and with the 
printing of Reginald Scot’s radically skeptical work, The Discoverie of Witchcraft 
(1584), which prompted critical reactions among the cultural elite.1 Without 
negating these already studied factors, this article will argue that religious non-
conformity and disputes over the definition of witchcraft also played a major 
role in the rise of English demonology.

Demonological discourse in England had strong connections with Protes-
tantism. During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, all the major English 
demonologists were Protestants. Most of them were clerics or theologians; 
their inquiries about witchcraft were closely linked with the spread of reformed 
values and theology among the population and with anti-Catholicism. In the 
following pages, I analyze the relation between the concerns of demonological 
texts and the features of the process of Reformation in England, paying par-
ticular attention to intra-Protestant tensions in the realm. For that purpose, I 
will compare the definition of the concepts “witch” and “witchcraft” in English 
demonological treatises written and published between 1587 and 1630, and in 
the Witchcraft Acts of 1542, 1563, and 1604, enacted under the reigns of Henry 
VIII, Elizabeth, and James I, respectively.

This article focuses on demonological texts written by university-trained 
theologians and ordained clergymen such as George Gifford (ca. 1548–1620), 
Henry Holland (1556–1603), William Perkins (1558–1602), Alexander Roberts, 
Thomas Cooper, and Richard Bernard (1568–1641).2 Their interest in witch-
craft was not exclusively demonological but responded to wider religious con-
cerns. They were aware of the imperfect reception of reformed theology by their 
flocks, the resilience of popular superstitions, and the high number of witches 
inhabiting their parishes, particularly those known as white or good witches. 
Also referred to as cunning or wise folk, they were men and women who were 
believed to possess divining skills, practice loving magic, identify thieves, find 
hidden treasure, detect witches, and heal the sick.3 This article will concentrate 
on their curative trades. While the Witchcraft Act forbade their other activi-
ties, healing always remained unpenalized. Therefore, it was not considered a 
form of witchcraft by the law, a situation openly denounced by demonologists, 
who indicated in their treatises that cunning folk were apostates and devil wor-
shipers because the healings they claimed to have accomplished were in fact 
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 performed by the Devil. Those who requested good witches’ services were guilty 
of the same sin. Nevertheless, clients were not punished by the common law.

This article argues that the gap in the definition of the crime of witchcraft 
was related to the fact that demonologists understood it in religious terms 
underpinned by biblical precepts, whereas the Witchcraft Acts were enacted 
to penalize possible causes of interpersonal tensions instead of spiritual faults. 
This fact may suggest that demonological treatises would have been written, 
among other motives, to express discomfort with official religious policies, 
particularly the definition and repression of witchcraft, the most severe type 
of apostasy. This article hypothesizes that demonologists’ grievances may be 
connected with the strain between the Puritan wing of the Church of  England 
from the 1580s onward to rectify the incomplete nature of the Reformation 
by strengthening the discipline and morals of the population, and of the con-
formist and moderate majority more concerned with obedience than with 
 orthodoxy.

the witchcraft acts and the birth of a crime

The first half of the sixteenth century showed a growing interest of European 
secular justice in trying to define the crime of witchcraft and to establish the 
corresponding punishment for those who committed it. England was not 
immune from this trend; in little more than six decades, three different statutes 
against witchcraft were enacted (1542, 1563, and 1604). Each Act intended to 
endow the monarchy with the exclusive authority to determine what witchcraft 
and a witch were.4

Henry VIII’s government was characterized by the advance of monarchy over 
church privileges and areas of influence.5 Once Royal Supremacy was firmly 
established over this religious institution, the 1540s witnessed other instances of 
enhancing royal power. The Witchcraft Act of 1542, which broke the monopoly 
of the Church Courts over the punishing of witches, was an example of this.6 
The “Bill ayest conjuraracons & wichecraftes and sorcery and enchantmants” 
was approved on 16 January 1542 during the inaugural session of Henry’s eighth 
Parliament, thus establishing civil jurisdiction over that offense. In this statute, 
the crime of witchcraft included the “Invocacons or conjuracons of Sprites to 
waste consume or destroy any persone in his bodie membres or goodes, or to 
pvoke any persone to unlawfull love” but also “to get or fynde money or treasure” 
and “to tell or declare where goodes stollen or lost shall become.”7 The idea of 
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punishing harmful magic (maleficium) as well as diverse activities commonly 
associated with cunning folk such as love magic and the seeking of treasures 
by occult means set a precedent for the incoming Acts. Nevertheless, the 1542 
statute would stand out for the harshness of the penalties it sought to impose.8 
Those who were found guilty of any of the faults mentioned above would be 
sentenced to death, together with the confiscation of their personal possessions, 
and the annulment of hereditary rights and clergy privilege.9 However, the 
absence of records of people sentenced to death under that law made it little 
more than a dead letter.10 In 1547 the regents of Edward VI promoted a legis-
lative renovation that repealed the statute without replacing it.11 Mary Tudor 
did not consider witchcraft a matter worthy of urgent consideration, either. As 
a result, witchcraft remained outside the boundaries of the common law.

In 1559 Elizabeth’s inaugural Parliament attempted to resuscitate the legis-
lation that had been repealed by those who had governed in the name of the 
boy king. The bill that originated on 25 April in the House of the Commons 
reached the House of the Lords but was subsequently repealed.12 This rejection 
owed less to resistance among some of the Lords than to the priority given to 
establishing the religious settlement as wished by the queen. The initiative was 
taken once again in the first sessions of the second Parliament. Approved by the 
Lords on 20 March 1563, the “Act Agaynst Conjuracons Inchantments and Wit-
checraftes” was not the restoration of the Henrician statute but an utterly new 
piece of legislation. Admittedly, the novelties did not reside in the forbidden 
actions but in the penalties imposed. Whereas in the 1542 law the only pun-
ishment applicable was the death penalty, the Elizabethan statute introduced 
extenuating circumstances depending on the deed committed by the alleged 
witch, and on whether it was a first or second offense. The mildest sanction 
of the new Witchcraft Act was one year of imprisonment, reserved for those 
who looked for treasure or stolen goods, induced victims to unlawful loves, and 
produced physical damage or propriety destruction by maleficium for the first 
time.13 Lifetime imprisonment was the penalty for a second offense in any of the 
actions aforementioned, except for the repetition of physical damage produced 
by maleficium, in which case the recidivists “shall suffer deathe as a Felon.”14 This 
penalization would also apply to those who conjured evil spirits, killed by means 
of black magic, or helped in the realization of these crimes.15

A preliminary analysis of the text’s content may show that the deeds that 
defined a person as a witch or an action as witchcraft were very similar to those 
mentioned in the 1542 law. According to both Acts, the individual who appealed 
to spiritual aid to kill or find stolen goods would be committing witchcraft. 
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There was not a nominative distinction for the commission of any of those 
crimes. An in-depth analysis will reveal no further coincidences. In the first 
place, even though killing and finding stolen goods were regarded as instances 
of witchcraft, the Act of 1563 considered the former more severe than the latter. 
Indeed, whereas the actions related to cunning folk in the 1542 statute were 
irredeemably punished with death, in 1563 those same deeds never entailed 
that penalty, not even in cases of recidivism. Moreover, there is a subtle but 
crucial difference: the Elizabethan Act posited to criminalize the invocation of 
“evill and wicked Spirites” while its precedent prohibited the conjuration of any 
 spirits. By contrast, the second English law against witchcraft created gradual 
distinctions that the English demonologists would not validate and gray areas 
they would not tolerate.

After Elizabeth’s death in 1603, James VI of Scotland inherited the English 
throne. Following the arrival of the only Western sovereign to publish a demon-
ological treatise, the Parliament initiated a revision of the witchcraft legisla-
tion.16 As James Sharpe pointed out, there can be no doubt that the discussion 
and later approval of the new Act were intertwined with James’s ascension to 
the throne, even though there is no evidence that the king had propelled or 
conditioned its composition.17 As a matter of fact, by the time he became king 
of England, James appeared to have lost interest in this issue.18 According to 
evidence, his only contribution to the passing of the law was to give his consent 
to the final version. The draft of the new Act entered the House of the Lords 
on 2 March 1604, during the king’s first Parliament. After this draft was deemed 
“imperfect” by a special commission, a new version was composed under the 
heading “An Acte Against Conjuration, Witchecraft and dealinge with evill and 
wicked Spirits.” Twenty laymen and twelve bishops were involved in its elabora-
tion, including the soon to be archbishop of Canterbury (Richard Bancroft) and 
a future archbishop of York (Tobias Matthew). The prominent judges Edward 
Coke and Edmund Anderson also participated.19 In early June, both Lords and 
Commons passed the definitive version.

Whereas some historians considered the 1604 Act a breaking point in the 
history of witchcraft criminalization, others highlighted its similarity with the 
previous one. Positively, it is possible to recognize innovation and continu-
ity. Cunning folk’s services were still penalized with imprisonment for a year, 
although second offenses in these transgressions were punished with death 
instead of lifetime confinement. The same sanction was settled for damaging 
cattle and other goods.20 Love magic and seeking treasure were still punishable 
with execution, but only in cases of recidivism. Death provoked by conjuring 
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evil spirits, on the other hand, was a capital offense even for first-time felons. A 
sentence of the gallows also resulted from a first offense in physical ruination, a 
crime that no longer required recidivism to execute the culprit.21 The manipu-
lation of corpses to perform charms, an incorporation of the 1604 Act, was the 
other transgression earning the death penalty.22

However, the key point of the statute had to do with higher degrees of pro-
hibitions in the relations between human beings and unclean spirits: “That if 
any person or persons . . . shall use, practice or exercise an invocation or con-
juration of an evil and wicked spirit: or shall consult, covenant with, enter-
taine, imploy, feed or reward any evil and wicked spirit, to or for any intent 
or purpose . . . shall suffer paines of death as Felon or Felons.”23 Feeding of 
preternatural entities, an allusion to the folklore of familiar spirits, was not 
mentioned in the previous laws.24 The remarkable inclusion of the concept of 
covenant entailed that the relation with dark spirits originated a pact between 
humans and demons that could be regarded as an inversion of the one that 
God had established with the former.25 Nevertheless, this incorporation was 
rather obscure. The concept was not accurately defined, provoking alternative 
interpretations that went as far as placing the entire statute under scrutiny.26 
The word “covenant” caused Wallace Notestein at the beginning of the twenti-
eth century and James Sharpe at its end to denote that maleficium ceased to be 
the core of the crime of witchcraft in England. The reason for this position was 
that since 1604 a person could be hanged for actions that did not necessarily 
cause the death of another human being.27 Malcolm Gaskill supplemented this 
idea by indicating that, at least at a theoretical level, witchcraft was not any-
more a sin related to personal feuds but a darker transgression associated with 
demonism, apostasy, and conspiracy.28 

This approach to the Jacobean law may not be entirely appropriate. Even 
though the covenant was mentioned, it was not the ideological core of the 
text. Neither was the importance of maleficium diminished. As a matter of 
fact, both faults were penalized in the same way. Furthermore, the invocation 
of evil spirits was already considered a mortal offense in 1563. Thus the ref-
erence to the covenant (and also the feeding of spirits) could be considered 
as an attempt to specify the prohibition of dealing with discarnate entities 
rather than a change in the essence or meaning of the crime.29 Moreover, the 
cases in which the indictments were for invocation and covenanting with 
demons were exceptional in comparison to the common accusation of harm-
ful magic. Keith Thomas pointed it out in statistical terms: of almost two 
hundred people found guilty of witchcraft in the Home Circuit between 1558 
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and 1736 (1645–47 East Anglia trials excepted), only seven were convicted 
without having damaged people or their goods. If the East Anglia episodes are 
taken into account, sixteen accused were punished for bonding with demons, 
although seven of them were also indicted for maleficium.30 The Samlesbury 
witchcraft trials of 1612 also offer a useful example of the preponderance of 
maleficium over demonism in courts, even after the passing of the 1604 statute. 
 For example, even when the young Jane Southworth had admitted to deal-
ing with demons, Robert Holden, one of the justices of the peace in charge 
of the interrogation of victims and suspects, continued his inquiry to obtain 
from her a confession of having used harmful magic.31 Using records kept 
by Thomas Potts, Marion Gibson showed that none of the indictments in 
the Lancashire trials mentioned “consulting, covenanting with, entertaining, 
employing, feeding or rewarding evil spirits.”32

Given this brief review of the three Witchcraft Acts, it is apparent that Eng-
lish authorities were interested in outlawing several cunning folk’s routine ser-
vices.33 Their healing tasks were deliberately excluded from the laws. In early 
modern England, secular authorities never criminalized charismatic healing; 
rather, it remained under religious jurisdiction.34 In other words, the cures 
allegedly produced by divine gifts were not regarded as witchcraft by civil jus-
tice. The Assizes hanged cunning folks, although not for their medicinal ser-
vices: Ursley Kemp from St. Osyth, a former white witch, was executed in 1582 
for killing Joan Thurlow by witchcraft.35 Ecclesiastical tribunals did not deal 
with similar cases very differently. Outside Essex a well-known Church Court 
investigation against a cunning folk was John Walsh’s in Dorsetshire (1566). 
Even though he acknowledged before the authorities that he knew from “the 
feries” who was bewitched, he was accused of conjuring evil spirits for the find-
ing of stolen goods. Once again, healing was not part of the indictment against 
a wise folk.36

The legal carelessness shown by the legislative and judicial authorities 
regarding cunning folk’s therapeutic activities is the main reason why Peter 
 Maxwell-Stuart was right when he suggested that the 1604 act was not 
influenced by James VI’s Daemonologie, a tract that demonized charismatic 
healings.37 The fact that such types of cure went unpunished weakens the 
interpretation that this law answered the demands put forward by theologi-
ans such as George Gifford, Henry Holland, and William Perkins. It is not 
by chance that  Alexander Roberts’s, Thomas Cooper’s, and Richard Bernard’s 
treatises—all of them written after 1604—still dedicated many paragraphs to 
explain the perverse and diabolic nature of wise folks. Courts constructed their 
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cases,  interrogatories,  sentences, and punishments in accordance with the Acts. 
As will be shown below, judges, as lawmakers before, did not take into account 
demonologists’ definition of witchcraft.

witchcraft and apostasy

Demonological treatises appeared in England more than a century later than 
they did in continental Europe, and two decades after the promulgation of the 
1563Witchcraft Act.38 As mentioned above, there were different reasons for the 
rise of English demonological writing. In the first place, witchcraft was an attrac-
tive problem for theologians; it was tied to aspects of religious discourse under 
intense discussion during the decades after the affirmation of the  Reformation 
under Elizabeth’s reign, such as the relation between God, demons, and human-
ity. Additionally, the peak of its judicial repression—which occurred in England 
during the 1580s—strengthened its importance.39 Finally, when Reginald Scot 
published in 1584 the most systematic challenge to the intellectual foundations 
of the persecution of witchcraft, the matter became hard to avoid. Nevertheless, 
it might be possible to detect another stimulus for discussing witchcraft: the 
disagreement between its theological and legal definitions.

George Gifford, Henry Holland, and William Perkins constitute what for 
argumentative and methodological reasons will be considered as the first wave 
of authors of demonological treatises, those who wrote when the Elizabethan 
statute was in force. Notwithstanding the differences between these writers, it 
is possible to encounter striking similarities regarding their ways of understand-
ing witchcraft, a view that differed sharply from that of the statutes. In the 1563 
Witchcraft Act, the death penalty was reserved for those who killed or relapsed 
in producing physical damage through harmful magic. In this piece of legisla-
tion the human factor was crucial: witchcraft was a felony against a person. This 
conception is contested by the Essex theologian and preacher George  Gifford in 
both of his treatises dedicated to the matter.40 A Discourse of the Subtill Practises 
of Devills by Witches and Sorcerers (1587) rejects the belief extended over the 
English population that demons were summoned and controlled by witches: 
“For the uncleane spirits are the doers in sorceries and witchcraftes: men and 
women are but instrumentes.”41 They should not be condemned for causing 
damage by harmful magic because that action was committed by the Devil, who 
misled witches and victims to think that the former were the source of the lat-
ter’s misfortunes.42 This did not mean that the effects of witchcraft were imag-
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inary; maleficium was real, although not produced by the witch.43 Concerning 
this point, Lisa Watson argues that Gifford not only did not deny the existence 
of witches’ powers but also believed them to be unquestionable according to 
contemporary experience and biblical authority.44 Watson reached her conclu-
sion based on the following quotation: “It is so evident by the scriptures, and in 
all experience, that there be witches which worke by the devil, or rather I may 
say, the devill worketh by them, that such as go about to proove the contrarie, 
doe shew themselves but cavillers.”45 The present research does not agree with 
Watson’s perspective. Gifford dedicated several passages of his treatises to deny-
ing witches’ extraordinaire capacities. Moreover, the paragraph quoted might 
not favor Watson’s interpretation since Gifford states that the Devil performed 
his maleficia through the witches, not that they possessed magical abilities. Thus, 
witches were utterly innocent of the crime of witchcraft as stated in the statute. 
Nevertheless, the felony they committed was more wicked. In A Dialogue Con-
cerning Witches and Witchcrafts (1593),  Gifford explains that scriptures ordered 
sorcerers to be executed not because of having killed or wasted human bodies, 
but because “they have familiaritie with devils, which are the blasphemous ene-
mies of God.”46 In the Discourse the preacher evoked that God had revealed his 
law to Moses, setting a penalty to every transgression according to its severity. 
The most terrible offense was apostasy, precisely the fault of which witches were 
guilty: “for much horrible abusing Gods holy and sacred name, and therefore are 
woorthie to dye.”47 Consequently,  Gifford’s intention, contrary to Gary Waite’s 
point of view, was not to moderate the persecutions but to orientate them to 
punish a crime that was real and possible, not one that nobody had committed 
nor could have committed.48

This gap between the Acts and demonological theory appears in similar pub-
lications. Vicar Henry Holland organized A Treatise against Witchcraft (1590) 
as a dialogue between two fictional characters—Theofilus and  Mysedaemon—
in which the first also regretted the fact that people were considered witches 
because of the possession of magical abilities when they were actually “Sathans 
instruments.”49 The Devil pretended to be the sorcerers’ servant after making 
them renounce Christianity. That recantation was the real felony, not the killing 
or wasting of bodies or the destruction of personal goods. This is the reason 
why Holland linked witchcraft not with the laws carved by God in the second 
tablet delivered at Mount Sinai, but with the first, where offenses against piety 
were typified: “Among all other sinnes of the first table there is none more horri-
ble, more fearfull, that more dishonoureth God, & impareth his glory, then the 
most detestable sins of magike and sorcerie.”50
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This topic became much disputed when the notorious Puritan theologian 
William Perkins addressed it in A Discourse of the Damned Art of Witchcraft.51 
Throughout his extensive and widespread work, the concept of a covenant 
between God and humankind developed into his theological fixation.52 His sin-
gle demonological treatise was no exception: witchcraft was defined there as the 
violation of that atavistic alliance and the foundation of a new one between the 
Devil and those who pledge allegiance to him.53 Witches should be punished 
“onely for their leagues sake,” which was their fault.54 Following Augustine of 
Hippo, English demonologists emphasized the moral and providential origins 
of misfortune. Even though fallen angels clouded people’s minds to believe the 
opposite, the calamities they suffered were not produced by human agency.55 
Thus witch-hunting or vindictive persecution should never be regarded as the 
response of someone in a painful predicament. The righteous reaction was 
introspection to discover why God had authorized demons to torment them.56 
In contrast to what they posited for apostasy and idolatry, the reply in front of 
hardship should be closer to Job’s contrition rather than to Moses’s zero tol-
erance.57 The definition of witchcraft as the relation with preternatural forces 
to transgress the divine covenant was deeply related to the idea of treason. As 
Perkins stated, bonding with sprits was its most vicious expression: “the most 
notorious traytor and rebell that can be, is the Witch.”58

From the comparison suggested it is possible to understand why the 1563 Act 
did not find charismatic healing to be witchcraft. Because witchcraft was a crime 
related to physical damage inflicted on another human being, those who made 
a living by healing others were not considered criminals. Whereas the practice 
of love magic and the search for stolen goods might cause damage to third par-
ties, therapeutic services certainly did not. On the contrary, the demonologists 
mentioned so far judged witchcraft as a transgression against God. By believing 
that humans lacked magical abilities of their own and that miracles have ceased, 
healings achieved by cunning folk could only have taken place by demonic 
intervention. From this perspective, Gifford admonished that it did not matter 
if  “they never mind to kill or to hurt any, but to doe them good, as they imagine; 
yet if they deale with divels they ought to die for it.”59 Wise folk and sorcerers 
were witches on account of having resorted to the same source: “A Witch is one 
that worketh by the Devill, or by some develish or curious art, either hurting or 
healing.”60 As Holland wrote, those who healed and killed through occult means 
were guilty of the same felony: they vowed to “Sathan the bloodiest enemie that 
man hath liuing.”61 The Elizabethan statute was a useless instrument to punish 
the extended concept of witchcraft developed by  contemporary theologians. On    
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this account, Perkins regarded the legal code established “by the Law of Moses” 
as the only proper legal instrument to deal with these matters.62

The passing of the 1604 Act did not solve the differences between witchcraft 
legislation and English demonologists. Indeed, since the Jacobean statute, cov-
enanting with evil spirits was penalized, although with the same sanction for 
using harmful magic. In the eyes of the law, damaging a human being was as 
severe as apostasy or idolatry. More important, the introduction of the covenant 
did not answer the inconsistencies identified by theologians in the 1563 law. The 
most compelling evidence that witchcraft was still legally considered as damage 
to people rather than to God is that healings produced by spiritual aid were not 
included in the covenant that the seventeenth-century statute meant to punish.

In A Treatise of Witchcraft (1616), clergyman Alexander Roberts continued 
the path of his predecessors in the genre by asserting that witches “are inabled 
to helpe and hurt.” The actual source of both actions was the Devil who partook 
them in his scheme with the intention of “more grieuously offend God, and 
bring iust condemnation vpon themselues.”63 Roberts and those colleagues who 
wrote after him suggested an extended definition of witchcraft that allowed the 
punishment of desires and purposes as well as actions. Whether the ultimate 
purpose of those who practiced witchcraft was to cure or to kill was regarded as 
utterly irrelevant on the ground that what should be penalized was the bargain 
with the Devil. The sole intention of dealing with spirits was sufficient cause 
for disciplinary action: “God willeth these should bee put to death, who by 
 Diabolicall and vnlawfull Arts, do endeuour to helpe or harme others, whether 
in act they performe the same, or purpose with intention conceiuing and think-
ing they can do it.”64 The widespread belief that certain dealings with demons 
might bring some good disturbed demonologists. The classification of witches 
by color (black or white) or by the end of their presumed abilities (good or 
bad) was an approximation to witchcraft that embarrassed theologians, espe-
cially because it was not exclusive of the populace but was also shared by the 
members of the highest judicial and legislative offices. In A Guide to Grand Jury 
Men (1627), Puritan divine Richard Bernard explains to his readers that every 
witch “make a league with the Diuell: an act so execrable, to renounce God, and 
to betake themselues to the diuell, as for this thing onely, they deserue death 
in the highest degree.”65 If skepticism remained regarding demonologists of 
the second wave having in their minds the gray areas of the 1604 Act when 
they wrote their treatises, the Londoner pastor Thomas Cooper dispelled any 
such doubts in The Mysterie of Witchcraft (1617): “As Satan binds his seruants 
vnto his obeysance by a speciall contract and couenant (as hath beene shewed 
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 thoroughly before) so the good Witch, being lessoned by her accursed Maister, 
doth hereby endeuor to performe truest seruice vnto him.”66 This quote ena-
bles us to acknowledge the fact that the reference to the covenant per se did 
not amend the more obvious limitations of the Act. When Cooper remarked 
that the pact existed not only between demons and witches but also between 
the former and cunning folk, he exposed the fact that current legislation was 
not appropriate to punish witchcraft in all its dimensions. By forbidding the 
“covenant with evil and wicked spirits,” the Jacobean law created a legal loophole 
that admitted the existence of non-evil spirits and legitimized (or at least did 
not prohibit) trafficking with them. The Act may have been harsh regarding 
maleficia, but it did not encompass the essential aspects of witchcraft. That is the 
reason why Bernard insisted in 1627, as Perkins had done before, that “to conuict 
any one of witchcraft, is to proue a league made with the Deuil. In this only 
act standeth the very reality of a Witch; without which neither she nor he . . .  
are not to be condemned for witches.”67 Thus, as was stated by Cooper, only the 
law established in “the Word of God” guaranteed the complete atonement of 
such a heinous fault.68 Decrees written in stone in the Pentateuch were impre-
scriptible, chiefly the one that had made allegiance to God the basis of human 
existence. Thence the perennial obligation of annihilating every witch.69

There was another matter related to charismatic healing that lay unattended 
in English witchcraft legislation. The reference to cunning folk’s clients was a 
recurrent motif in demonological treatises, and it is crucial to conclude that 
apostasy was never the primary concern of secular justice’s definition of witch-
craft. The common law never prohibited healings supposedly produced by 
divine gifts. Consequently, those who looked for medical services from wise 
folk were not criminalized.70 If the offer was not to be punished, neither was 
the demand.71 For demonologists, instead, clients were critical in the demonic 
circuit that every witchcraft case entailed. Besides idolatry, wise folk were rep-
rehensible because they induced plenty of people to commit the same sin. Every 
time someone in pain resorted to a healer he or she was confident that their 
well-being depended on God, but in fact it depended on the Devil. This mis-
take was no small matter for renowned theologians like Gifford, Holland or 
 Bernard, who labeled visits to cunning folk as “spiritual whoredom.”72 Neither 
was it for Cooper, for whom even if the Devil could have achieved effects by 
himself, he “employeth these instruments, to accomplish his will by, not onely 
ensnaring their soules, by satisfying their desires to hurt, and helpe whom they 
list: but hereby also endangering the soules of others.”73 While curing the bodies 
of those in need by using healers as a façade, he corrupted their souls with the 
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indelible stain of treason to the Almighty. Satan’s ultimate goal was to “snare the 
soules of men unto eternal condemnation,” to make witches and clients adore 
him as a deity.74 Thus “he which practiseth witchcraft, and he that seeketh helpe 
therby, are both alike guiltie of the same impietie, and before God subiect to the 
same punishment.”75 But the author of A Treatise against Witchcraft was not 
original in his demand; Gifford had done if before, and so would Roberts—
among others—afterward.76 The insistence on the centrality of the pact may 
show that in English demonological treatises, diabolism played a significant role 
in witchcraft. After all, English demonology may not have been as moderate as 
much of the historical research has suggested.

The will to apply the death penalty to clients could exist only if witchcraft is 
defined as a direct or indirect alliance with the Devil. Accordingly, the diabol-
ical compact was not the argumentative core of the 1604 Act. For our zealous 
theologians, both the Elizabethan and Jacobean statutes were alike; they failed 
to accommodate the earthly kingdom to the divine will. In face of the deficiency 
of human laws men should draw on God’s: “The ground and the mother of all 
good lawes is the law of god, and all other lawes do giue attendance therupon, 
and haue their being to this end, to keep and preserue the holy lawes of God 
inuiolable: and if they want this scope (as the learned say) they are unnecessary 
in the Church or common wealth.”77 The tension between theologians and those 
who controlled the legislative instruments and government in England shown 
by Holland’s quote might be interpreted as part of broader intra- Protestant 
conflicts that characterized the Reformation in that kingdom.

demonology and nonconformity

Between 1559 and 1563, Elizabeth and her councilors attempted to set up once 
and for all the organization of the Church of England, its government, and its 
liturgy. Instead, they gave rise to complex and unwelcome disputations. A part 
of the ministry considered the external form of the rites and religious garments 
endorsed by the queen as an aftertaste of the Romanish division between laity 
and clerics.78 Ministers who refused to compromise were punished with office 
deprivation and incarceration, a situation that became the breeding ground of 
the Puritan movement. Puritanism is one of the most vastly discussed topics of 
early modern English history; defining it as an ideal type and ignoring its histor-
ical transformations notably impoverish its significance.79 Even though  Calvinist 
theology and anti-Catholicism were two of Puritanism’s most stable features, it 
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is not possible to circumscribe the movement to that.80 As Peter Lake stated, 
Puritanism was developed in and through debates over different matters.81 In 
the beginning, the term “Puritan” was a pejorative label created and used by con-
temporaries to identify the clerics who refused to wear the compulsory vestment 
for religious ceremonies and omitted part of the official liturgy.82 The conflict 
reached its peak between 1570 and 1590, with the disputation over the internal 
organization of the Church, which broadened the gap among English Prot-
estants.83 On the one hand, the conformists—led by Archbishop John Whit-
gift—considered that the organization of the Church and clerical vestments 
were matters indifferent (Adiaphora) and thus should be decided by its supreme 
governor. Episcopacy facilitated the constitution of a Church controlled by the 
Crown and hence was endorsed by the Elizabethan settlement.84 The Presbyte-
rians—headed by the theologian Thomas Cartwright—considered that regula-
tory decisions over Adiaphora depended exclusively on scriptures.85 The defense 
of their case rested on the assertion that the Bible never mentioned the existence 
of hierarchies among ministers or communities, let alone bishops or bishoprics. 
Instead of episcopacy, they advocated for a system of presbyteries, considered 
ideal for the autonomy it granted to the Church.86 The Presbyterians believed 
that the official religious policy did not have a scriptural basis, which should be 
the only criteria of orthodoxy and legitimacy valid for Christians.

During the 1580s Presbyterianism became the main banner of a consider-
able faction within Puritanism, giving birth to what  Patrick Collinson called 
“classis movement.”87 Historians from the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury emphasized that this strategy to implant a new Church regime took place 
from inside the religious institution, an idea that banished the then prevailing 
belief that Puritanism was utterly inimical to the Church and the Crown of 
England.88 From Collinson’s point of view, then, Puritanism is considered the 
complete internalization of English Protestantism rather than a foreign trend 
imported from the continent.89 Following this perspective, the Presbyterians 
in particular and the Puritans in general are in these pages considered not as 
dissenters but as Nonconformists—to wit, those who challenge official reli-
gious uniformity without abandoning the limits of (or breaking away from) 
the church.90 To defend their cause they did not opt for a seditious strategy; 
rather, they appealed to parliamentarian ways, though they were consecutively 
defeated in 1584, 1586, and 1589. After the Presbyterian debacle, the hotter sort 
of Protestants adjusted their priorities; instead of focusing on abolishing the 
episcopal system, they concentrated on the diffusion of reformed values to 
refashion population habits and behaviors.91 These goals existed before 1590 
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but were contingent on the triumph of the political program to transform 
the church’s organization. Conscious of the limits of the religious institution 
to convert the English into godly Protestants, but also of the failure of the 
strategies employed to modify it, the Puritans consecrated themselves to a 
campaign of collective pedagogy.

It was not a coincidence that an Act to define witchcraft and the features of 
witches was passed at the same time that Elizabeth was steering toward the 
construction of religious orthodoxy. Something similar happened during the 
rule of James I. Thus, both the statutes of 1563 and 1604 were discussed and 
approved when the sovereigns were determining the religious course of their 
regimes.92 That is the reason the Witchcraft Acts are considered here as another 
law enacted to settle a religious policy controlled by monarchs as supreme 
governors of the Church. Legislation could influence and model beliefs.93 To 
define and to punish witchcraft, to establish the liturgy and to determine the 
organization of the church were part of the same strategy. Consequently, the 
demonologist’s critique of the content of the laws might be considered another 
example of the debates inside English Protestantism to define the meaning of 
the  Reformation. In fact, demonological treatises also stressed the necessity of 
turning to the scriptures to shed light on those matters of dispute—in this case, 
the definition and punishment of witchcraft. This debate could be interpreted 
as another terrain in which was expressed the dispute between the religious 
status quo imposed by ecclesiastical authorities and the call to intensify the 
 Reformation by those who did not conform. It is apparent that demonologists 
and those responsible for the drafting and promulgation of the laws had dis-
cordant interests and priorities. The intention of the Witchcraft Acts was to 
punish possible causes of tension and social unrest that could affect the king-
dom’s stability. That is the reason the laws penalized maleficia that harm people 
and their goods, induce unlawful loves, and found stolen property.94 The fact 
that the repression of witchcraft in England was related to accusations framed 
within communal disputes and local tensions, rather than demonism and apos-
tasy, was not a mere historical whim.95 Authorities were, thus, more worried 
with enforcing social peace than with the strict application of biblical sanctions.

Demonologists also looked for ways to regulate the population, but by estab-
lishing a rigorous discipline to create a godly society respectful of divine precepts. 
For them witchcraft was a sin, a spiritual fault, not the kind of threat envisaged 
in the Acts.96 The society they were trying to fashion, then, should  conform 
to divine rather than monarchical, juridical, or parliamentarian  priorities.97 
Such concerns of the writers of demonological treatises might be related to the 
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transformation of Puritanism throughout the end of the 1580s. It was not by 
chance that demonological literature arose in England when  Puritanism turned 
its attention away from ecclesiastical policy toward discipline and morality. 
The association between English demonologists and Puritanism is not new. It 
finds its origins in the links the former had with Calvin’s theology, their rabid 
anti-Catholicism, the colleges they attended, and their social connections. 
Without calling this into question, we may consider that another feature of 
their Puritan identity was the Nonconformity displayed in different moments 
of their lives. As Collinson has reiterated, Puritanism was “but one half of a 
stressful relationship.”98 Following this conceptualization, I suggest that on 
account of the content of their treatises and the particular historical context in 
which they wrote, the demonologists mentioned could be considered part of the 
ranks of the godly. These authors constructed the model of their ideal Chris-
tian society in opposition to and in conflict with the impious present they were 
experiencing.99 As Holland put it, “Such is the impudent boldnes, and grouth 
of sinne in these times, that if any one man refraine from euill, he is a monster 
among men.”100 The ideal demonologists desired to achieve made possible an 
identification with one another and allowed them to perceive themselves as a 
besieged minority set apart from the imperfect and unbiblical moral standard of 
the majority. Puritanism was, then, the full internalization of  Protestantism—
the real rather than the official Reformation.101

Certainly I do not intend to suggest that there was anything like a necessary 
relation between having opposed episcopacy or the wearing of the surplice and 
writing a demonological treatise. Nevertheless, demonologists, using different 
tools and different codes, also challenged the idea that the Protestantization of 
the realm was concluded. Once again, we are in the presence of individuals who 
defied uniformity from within the church: Gifford, Holland, Perkins, Roberts, 
Cooper, and Bernard enjoyed minor ecclesiastical offices. Their permanence 
within the church has moved some historians to label these Puritans as mod-
erate or non-radical.102 The matter of moderation and radicalism should not 
be addressed in essentialist or ontological terms. As stated by Karl Gunther, 
radical are those ideas and actions that challenge the status quo more widely 
than do others.103 Gifford and Bernard, for example, were punished by religious 
authorities for their Nonconformist positions. Gifford was suspended from 
his benefice in Maldon in 1584 for not subscribing to Archbishop Whitgift’s 
Three Articles, and again in 1586 for refusing to use the surplice.104 During his 
second suspension he wrote his Discourse. Despite his restoration in 1589, he 
did not mollify his religious stances and critics, as shown in his demonological 
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work of 1593. Bernard, on the other hand, was twice deprived of his benefice in 
Worksop on suspicions of separatism.105 He was finally reassigned to Batcombe 
but maintained his denunciations over religious matters, as his demonological 
treatise evinces. Both Gifford and Bernard, and also William Perkins, wrote 
manuals stressing the importance of permanent preaching, a practice not always 
welcomed by Church authorities.106 As they preferred the Word preached over 
the official imposition of reading a written text, they stood for a complete rather 
than a statutory extirpation of witchcraft.107 By their warnings about the flaws 
of the statutes to punish witches and their clients voiced in their demonolog-
ical works, our theologians could be considered radicals. No defense of the 
“equilibrium of the Elizabethan state” regarding the extirpation of witches and 
superstitions is to be found in Holland, Gifford, or Perkins.108 On the con-
trary, it is possible to identify passages from their treatises—as well as from 
Roberts—where they denounced the shortcomings of the laws and the respon-
sibilities that magistrates bore for the terrible results in the campaign against 
witchcraft.109 Holland more boldly urged authorities to fulfill their duty: “Let 
us all . . . pray mightely vnto God, so to illuminate our superiours, the wise 
and honourable magistrates, our godly learned ministers, with his holy word 
to know his will: and so to enflame their hearts with his holy spirit, that they 
may moste diligently put the same in practise, as for the discouery, confusion, 
& extirpation of al sinnes, so more particularly, & most carefully of these most 
horrible, dreadfull, & detestable sinnes of witchcraft and sorcery.”110

It should not be forgotten that demonological treatises in England were 
published after the death of Edmund Grindal (1583) and his replacement in 
the Canterbury seat by John Whitgift, an event that inaugurated a conserva-
tive turn in the religious policy of the realm.111 Peter Elmer identified for that 
date a division inside English Protestantism concerning witchcraft, in which the 
Puritan wing of the church showed a greater desire to boost persecutions than 
did the institution’s other members.112 Moreover, since they were written in a 
period characterized by a decrease in both witchcraft trials and the publication 
of pamphlets on the subject, the second wave of demonological treatises may be 
regarded as a warning to those in charge of prosecuting witches.113 Ultimately 
English demonologists fell short in their crusade—neither the government 
nor their flocks endorsed their interpretation of witchcraft. Cunning folk were 
never systematically prosecuted, let alone because of their alleged charismatic 
gifts. The official definition of the crime remained secular; the civil courts were 
no place for healers.
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the scottish comparison

The English Witchcraft Acts were developed at the pinnacle of political admin-
istration and legal hierarchy. The 1563 Act was a legal initiative of the Privy 
Council, the small, select group of officials directly appointed by the queen. 
Elizabeth did not designate any Church member to sit at her exclusive coun-
cil during the first decades of her reign.114 Hence, the law conceived to punish 
witchcraft was sent to Parliament without the reading or formal consultation of 
any cleric or theologian. It can hardly be surprising, therefore, that in the final 
version passed in March 1563 the crime was not defined in religious terms.115 As 
to the 1604 Act, several prelates were part of its elaboration. However, the bish-
ops who participated in the process were reluctant to challenge the continuity 
with Elizabeth’s religious settlement envisaged by James I.116 A case in question 
was that of Richard Bancroft, who cooperated in the drafting of the statute as 
bishop of London. Some months later he was appointed archbishop of Canter-
bury, and in 1608 chancellor of the University of Oxford. Thereby James trusted 
the seat of the most prominent archdiocese and the administration of the old-
est university to an “archi-anti-Puritan.”117 Additionally, the king endorsed the 
Witchcraft Act even though it did not penalize much of what he considered a 
capital offense in his Daemonologie.

One of the primary religious goals of Elizabeth and James as monarchs was 
to tame the Reformation—to make it a source of stability, not of disputes. 
 English sovereigns were the supreme head of an institution that had author-
ity not only over churchmen but every subject of the realm.118 Religion was, 
ultimately, a means to achieve the obedience of the population. That is why 
 Elizabeth systematically occluded every possibility to reopen theological or 
liturgical  discussions—in the 1560s she considered them closed.119 It is also 
possible to understand on what account James followed his predecessor’s pol-
icy, which was opposed to the one he had experienced in Scotland, where the 
Kirk enjoyed considerable independence from the Crown.120 This way of exer-
cising political authority favored by both English monarchs considered religion 
important while it was useful to whoever was on the throne. Any display of 
religious zeal which threatened that limited utility, however, aroused suspicion.

The hypothesis that the 1563 and 1604 Witchcraft Acts were a manifestation 
of the peculiarities of the Reformation in England and the internal organization 
of the church could be further enriched by taking into account the  Scottish 
case. Scotland was undergoing another kind of Protestant transformation, 
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which was accompanied by utterly different legislation against witches. The 
Scottish Witchcraft Act of 1563 was a radical departure from the Elizabethan 
law that had been passed a few months before. The Jacobean legislation enacted 
forty years later would bear no resemblance to the 1563 Scottish Act either. The 
first difference was the less restricted definition of the witchcraft felony: “that 
na maner of persoun nor persounis, of quhatsumever estate, degre or condi-
tioun thay be of, tak upone hand in ony tymes heirefter, to use ony maner of 
 Witchcraftis, Sorsarie or Necromancie.”121 There is no reference to “evill and 
wicked spirits”; the law did not allow for the analysis of the intention (good or 
bad) or the final result (to cure or to harm) of conjurors’ work: any use of witch-
craft was prohibited. The Scottish Act included a direct forbiddance to obtain 
“ony sic craft or knawlege” by occult means.122 The wider scope of the law to 
sanction these actions allows us to suggest that its authors not only had harm-
ful magic in mind but also rejected the acquisition of healing abilities through 
preternatural help.123 Even when these points already represented a rupture 
with both English Acts, the most dramatic change was the criminalization of 
those who “seik ony help, response or cosultatioun at ony sic usaris or abusa-
ris foirsaidis of Witchcraftis, Sorsareis or Necromancie.”124 In Scotland it was 
possible to hunt witches’ clients. For every action included in the Scottish Act, 
the penalty was death, with no exception.125 Therefore, by proposing to execute 
every witch convicted, the Act followed the decree of Exodus 22:18 (“Thou shalt 
not suffer a witch to live”); and by inflicting the same type of punishment on 
those who were found guilty of seeking their help, the Act honored the First 
Commandment (“Thou shalt have no other gods before me”). These two prohi-
bitions underpinned the English demonologist’s definition of witchcraft.

The fact that Gifford, Perkins, Bernard, and the other Puritans’ ideas were 
more kindred with the Scottish than with the English Acts should not be sur-
prising. In Scotland the Reformation was not a monarchical imposition but a 
rebellion that challenged the civil authorities.126 The 1560 Parliament estab-
lished a reformed and Calvinist faith that was at the level of the Genevan exam-
ple. The first draft of the Witchcraft Act passed by the Scottish Parliament in 
1563 had been discussed in the General Assembly of the Protestant Church of 
the previous year. Julian Goodare reduces the list of possible drafters to three 
names: John Erskine (superintendent of Angus), John Winram (superinten-
dent of Fife), and John Knox.127 Both Erskine and Winram, who were staunch 
 Protestants, had visited Calvin’s Geneva and had participated in the elaboration 
of the 1560 Book of Discipline. Knox, on the other hand, was not only the religious 
leader of the Scottish Reformation but the most outstanding theologian of his 
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generation, as well as the father of Presbyterianism in his homeland. This trio 
also formed part of the Parliament that passed the Witchcraft Act. The scene 
could not have been any more different from the English political context. The 
Scottish law did not arise from the will of a Privy Council lacking in churchmen 
or theologians; neither was it designated by an ad hoc commission packed with 
lay and religious figures known for their anti-Puritanism. On the contrary, it 
was fueled by the radical wing of local Protestants, composed of religious zeal-
ots obsessed by their respect of biblical precepts. Also, they governed a  church 
that enjoyed an autonomy impossible to imagine south of the Tweed, capable of 
imposing a program of its own on the most important legislative organ of the 
realm. That could be considered one reason the religious nature of witchcraft 
as a criminal offense in Scotland was not present in English legislation. It was a 
felony not because it was a personal threat but because it was the most severe sin 
against God.128 The Scottish Act defined witchcraft as “superstitioun,” a concept 
mentioned there three times but entirely absent in the English law. This word 
was not used because witchcraft was considered false or fictitious, but because  
the effects produced by it were demonic instead of natural or supernatu-
ral.129 The utilization of the notion of “superstition” explains the fact that in 
 Scotland the Act intended to punish “usaris or abusaris” of witchcraft (because 
 superstition always entailed an association with demons) and also clients 
(because they resorted to the Devil’s minions). Stuart Clark highlighted that 
the concerns of the reformers over witchcraft were characterized by considering 
popular magic as witchcraft and looking forward to its extirpation.130 On these 
grounds the Scottish Act could be easily regarded as the product of a Protestant 
ethos: it was not only enacted in a realm separated from Roman tutelage, but its 
content was “thoroughly reformed.”131 The confessional identity of the English 
Acts, in turn, was as abstruse as the organization of the Church of England.132 
Whereas the Scottish law symbolized the political influence achieved by the 
hotter sort of Protestants, English demonological treatises and their discrepan-
cies with the local legislation against witches were symptoms that in England 
the opposite had occurred.

conclusion

Almost thirty years ago, John Bossy explained that after the sixteenth cen-
tury the Decalogue replaced the Seven Deadly Sins as the cornerstone of 
 Western Christianity moral system. The main substantive difference brought 
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by this change was the greater importance given in the Ten Commandments 
to offenses against God. While the Deadly Sins emphasized collective and 
neighborly responsibilities, the Decalogue accentuated obligations to the Cre-
ator and expressly prohibited and condemned idolatry, apostasy, and heresy. 
Also, the Sins did not have scriptural foundations, while the newly endorsed 
code had roots in the Old Testament. Thus the Decalogue was more bind-
ing; it was, in every regard, a law.133 Concerning our interests, Bossy consid-
ered the replacement of one moral code for the other critical concerning the 
prosecution of witchcraft: “Under the regime of the Sins, witchcraft had been 
the offense of causing by occult means malicious harm to the body or goods 
of one's neighbor.”134  However, since the fifteenth century, with the rise of the 
Commandments, witchcraft shifted from a crime against people to a pact with 
the Devil—namely, a crime against God. This new perception of witchcraft 
was developed initially by the chancellor of the University of Paris, Jean Ger-
son, spreading then to every major early modern demonologist, from Johannes 
Nider to Cotton Mather, including all the Englishmen mentioned above. Theo-
logically, then, the new moral paradigm was a success. It is possible, although, to 
acknowledge that this triumph was not complete; civil legal codes, for example, 
did not necessarily embrace the Commandments as their guide. The English 
Witchcraft Acts of 1542, 1563, and 1604 defined the crime as if the Deadly Sins 
were still the supreme moral reference for Christians—namely, the laws passed 
to punish witches were not attached to scriptures. Between 1587 and 1630, in a 
context of intra-Protestant strife, local demonologists denounced the situation 
and emphasized the necessity to accommodate the Acts to the Pentateuch and 
its Decalogue. In his article Bossy stated that the Seven Sins remained influ-
ential during the Elizabethan age, both among the populace and in the edu-
cated segments of society. My interpretation of English demonological works 
may suggest that the same could be said about the early Stuart period, at least 
regarding the definition of witchcraft. The friction between legislation and 
theology mentioned in the present investigation could be considered part of 
the transition between two different foundations of Christian morals (i.e., the 
Seven Sins and the Decalogue), which coincided in England with the conflict 
between those who expected a complete reformation of the population’s moral 
and behaviors and the moderate majority in the church.

Certainly the demonologists’ grievances were part of a major campaign to 
reform the realm. English demonologists aspired less to a Protestant kingdom 
than to a kingdom of Protestants. Their treatises evinced that the Reformation 
had not transformed fundamental spheres of social life. Theology and  biblical 
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ordinances were not the guidelines of the realm’s government. Reformation, 
then, was unfinished business. In the absence of institutional mechanisms to 
achieve their purpose, Puritans did not stand still: they resorted to demonolog-
ical discourse to disseminate their self-righteous moral standards. In England, 
academic demonology was a Puritan creation, closely linked with preaching, 
one of the cornerstones of the Christian life as Perkins wrote: “That the light 
of the Gospel purely preached, is a Soveraigne meane to discover and confound 
the power and pollicie of Sathan in Witchcraft and Sorcerie. The word of God 
preached, is the weapon of the Christians warfare.”135 The inner structure and 
style of demonological tracts suggest that they were originally sermons, later 
extended and adapted to the written format, which helped to immortalize and 
spread their content beyond the physical and geographical limits of the parish.136 
As was mentioned above, Gifford, Perkins, and Bernard published manuals on 
preaching and catechization, a fact that illustrates that their deepest aim was to 
collaborate in the reformation of popular and elitist ideas. In conclusion, then, 
each demonology contributed to the communication of the authors’ worldview 
and evinced the latter’s desire to secure for themselves and men like them a priv-
ileged position in Church and society to succeed in their task. The function of 
the godly, then, was not constrained to guiding the chosen through the unfath-
omable path of God’s will: they insisted on the correction of the most obvious 
defects in society and government. When it came to discipline and obedience to 
divine laws, they were far from moderation and compromise, even when it meant 
confronting policies and procedures sponsored by the Crown and the Church.
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