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INTRODUCTION

In reading Wordsworth’s poetry, one notices 
vhe frequency of words that have religious overtones: 
the church spire, chapel bells, the cross, the hermit, 
the nun in her cell. These images may edify or in
spire the reader with hope or holy fear. But further 
observation reveals implications of another kind: 
the pompous mass, idolotry, popish deceit, and 
romish treachery. Upon examination of the poetry 
in which we find these patterns of imagery, the 
reader discovers that Wordsworth, who is reputed to 
be a worshipper of Nature, has very definite atti
tudes toward the Church of England, the Protestant 
Dissenting Churches, and toward Roman Catholicism.
As one turns from the poetry to the letters, memoirs, 
journals, and miscellany of the poet, his friends 
and relatives, he discovers that Wordsworth’s concern 
for religious institutions is deeper than his poetry 
of nature indicates.

In 1790, when Wordsworth was still a student 
at Cambridge, few people, clergy or laymen, were 
really interested in the Church, ^embers of the



Church of England enjoyed membership in the only 
church protected by law, but their churchmen were 
not interested in theology or in definitions. Their 
idea of the Church of England was that it preserved 
the greatness of the nation and in that role was 
necessary. As long as this alliance was secure, the
ology, ritual, and religious observance subsided in 
the cobwebs of complacency.

But while the Church of England rested, 
other forces were at work. The Evangelical groups 
who had tried to stir up some religious enthusiasm 
within the Church of England found themselves 
straying away from the parent church. At first, 
the Dissentients, as they were called, were considered 
to be part of the Established Church, but by the end 
of the century they had interpreted the Book of 
Prayer to suit themselves. The concept of the 
Church as a visible society, having a creed and

Henry Crabb Robinson, a close friend of the 
Wordsworth family, recalled the spirit of the 1790's 
in this story. Robinson had once met a free-thinker 
who ]a ughed cynically when Robinson inquired about 
his church membership. "Let me give you a piece of 
advice, young man," said the freethinker. "Whatever 
you be through life, always be of the Act of Parlia
ment faith." See Diary, Reminiscences and Correspon
dence of Henry Crabb Robinson, ed. Thomas Sadler 
TSew York: Hurd and Houghton, 1877)» 1» ll|.

2Humphrey T. Johnson, Anglicanism in Transition 
(London: Longmans, Green, and Co., I93BT, pp. 31-3U« See also John Henry Overton and Frederic Relton, The 
English Church from the Accession of George I_ to the End 
of the Eighteenth Century (London: Macmillan and-^o., 
Ltd., 1906).
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sacraments, guided by a ministry having apostolic 
origin, gave way to a highly personalized religion 
marked with much enthusiasm and little theology.
The Evangelicals led in philanthropic activities 
and were zealous in missionary work, but their 
de-emphasis of the Articles of the Church led to 
dissension among the Anglican ranks.^

Roman Catholics were in a group by them
selves. Still hindered by t he Test and Corporations 
Acts, they did not enjoy the civic and social free
dom of their Protestant neighbors.^ They had received 
some relief in 1778 and *c uld again in 1791.^ Words
worth has left no account of his reactions to these

3-'Henry Offley Wakeman, An Introduction to the History of the Church of England (12th ed.: London: 
Rivingtons, 19^1» PP

^The Test and Corporations Acts required office 
holders to t ake part in the Communion Service of t he 
Church of England and to deny the doctrine of Transub- 
stantiation. Dissenters had urged their repeal as early as 1718.

5See Bernard Ward, The Dawn of the Catholic 
Revival in England: 1781-1803, 2 vols. TLondon: Long
mans, Green7and^o.7~19WTand Ward's The Eve of Catholic Emancipation, 3 vols (London: Longmans,
Green, and Co., 1911); Raymond G. Cowherd, The Politics 
2lL English Dissent (New York: New York University Press, 
1956) for detailed accounts of religious and political 
reform movements in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.
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relief acts; his comments are lost to us. As we 
shall see, when total emancipation for Roman Cath
olics seemed imminent in the 1820's, Wordsworth 
was very much aware of it.

Wordsworth said little about his own Church 
during his Cambridge days, but he became more inter
ested in it, too, as years went toy and non-conforming 
groups challenged the Established Church to recognize 
them. After many years of apparent lack of interest, 
Wordsworth suddenly became a vocal apostle of the 
Established Church, a role he assumed until his death 
in 1850.

This paper will attempt to study Wordsworth*s 
attitudes toward the major religious denominations 
of his time in England. It will try to find reasons 
for his professed loyalty to t he Established Church 
and for his concern about Churches which sought 
independence from the political strings tied to the 
Established Church.
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CHAPTER I

THE CHURCH OF ENGLAND

In 1770, the year of Wordsworth’s birth, the 
Church of England was emerging from the evangelical 
movement which had widened the gap between adherents 
of the Established Church and the members of non- 
conforming churches. Legally, every Englishman who 
wanted full civic and religious freedom was held 
responsible for respecting the Thirty-Nine Articles 
and the Book of Common Prayer, which contained the 
official prayers of the Established Church.1 The 
legal implications caused many citizens to claim 
adherence to the Church without being in practice

1D. B. Horn and Mary Ransome (eds.), English 
Historical Documents (12 vols.; London: Eyre and 
Spottiswoode," 1957), X, 391-1|09. In 1772 the "Feathers Tavern Petition" was presented to Parliament by some 
of the Anglican clergy who held Arian and Socinian 
beliefs. The House rejected their petition that the 
universities no longer demand subscription to the 
Articles. In reference to the reasoning behind the 
petition, that the young members of the Church did 
not understand the Articles, Samuel Johnson remarked 
to Boswell: "They ought to consider that our Univer
sities were founded to bring up members for the Church of England. . . .  The meaning of subscribing is not 
that they fully understand all the articles but that they will adhere to the Church of England."
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more than nominal members.^ Others claimed membership 
simply because it was a patriotic gesture to express 
loyalty to the Church. Whatever their reasons for 
claiming membership, Englishmen enjoyed a wide lati
tude of belief as the century moved on. Sixty-five 
years were to pass before churchmen would wonder 
seriously about the nature and purpose of the Established 
Church of England.

Wordsworth became familiar with the Church of 
England in his childhood. The sonnet "Catechising" 
recalls his mother’s sending him to Sunday school, 
where he probably learned stories from the Bible 
and acquired some knowledge of right and wrong in 
personal conduct.^ After the death of his mother 
in 1778» Wordsworth lodged with Dame Anne Tyson at 
Hawkshead, where he often attended the small white 
church of the Quakers, not because of beliefs, however, 
but because of its convenient location.^- These early

p ^
The Vlllage by George Crabbe criticizes the 

religious practices of the eighteenth century, especially 
the hypocritical observance of the law. Jonathan Swift 
in the Journal to Stella records incidents of officials 
having received the Sacrament in order to comply with 
the law. See William E. H, Lecky, A History of England 
in the Eighteenth Century (7 vols.; New York: Appleton and Co., 1629

•̂ Mary Moorman, William Wordsworth: A Biography, 
The Early Years, 1770-lB03 (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
19 j? 7')', P. 15>. ’Wordsworth in the Prelude, however, gives the impression that "the spirit of religious love" and 
the development of his conscience were the silent workings 
of Nature. See Book I, 11. 320-325; Book II, 11. 357-358.

bMoorman, P. 15.
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experiences with the Church seem to have left little 
impression on the poet, for the Prelude devotes only 
a few words to Wordsworth’s religious experiences in 
childhood, and the Church is, at the most, of minimal 
influence.

The years of adolescence and early teens may 
have passed with no change in Wordsworth’s attitudes 
toward the Church of England. Not until his Cambridge 
days will he mention the Church again, and then only 
to complain about compulsory attendance at the college
chapel.3

Although this youthful protest was probably 
motivated more from a love of independence than from 
a dislike of devotion, Wordsworth may very well have 
wondered at the inconsistencies between Cambridge 
principles and practice in the matter of religion. 
Cambridge had become a nursery for clergymen of the 
Church of England. The clergy held professorships 
there, and gave the institution the reputation of 
being a stronghold of the orthodox. Cambridge, however, 
had not escaped the invasion of new philosophies from

"’William Wordsworth, The Prelude or Growth of 
a. Poet1 s Mind, ed. Ernest de Selincourt and "Helen 
Darbishire (Oxford: University Press, 1959)* Book III, 
11. i+Ol—lpSS. An interesting comparison can be made 
between the passage in the 1805 version and that in 
the 1850 edition.
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the continent. The age of rationalism had arrived 
and had challenged Christianity to prove that it 
was true because it was reasonable. Under the 
powerful direction of men like Tillotson, Burnet, 
and Stillingfleet, rationalism had managed to crush 
out whatever life the Church of England had had.^ 
The onslaught of rationalism had led to deism.
Soon men referred to God as the Great Geometrician 
and the Prime Mover, as a thinking Principle which 
was so far removed from man and the universe that 
It was soon forgotten. The writings of Sir Isaac 
Newton, chiefly the Optics and the Principle, had 
inaugurated an era of enthusiasm for science and 
mathematics. Newton's works had no sooner made 
their impact than the European philosophy of the 
free thinkers forced its weight upon the already 
burdened theology of the eighteenth century. The

See Harold Nicblson, The Mainstream of the 
Modern World: The Age of Reason (Garden City:""I)ouble- 
day and Co,, Inc., 19617; Prank E. Manuel, The Age 
of Reason (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 19^1}; 
Leslie Stephen, English Thought in the Eighteenth 
Century. 2 vols. " (New York: Peter Smith, 191+9) for 
thorough studies of the age of reason, its causes 
and influence. Gilbert Burnet, J. Tillotson, and 
Edward Stillingfleet were Whig Latitudinarian clergy 
who won bishoprics after more than four hundred 
clergymen refused to take an oath of allegiance to 
William in 1689. Known for their spirit of compromise, 
these three approved of expediency in regaining Dis
senters into the Church of England. See Overton and 
Relton, pp. 1-10 for an account of the years after 
these men of "wide charity and peaceable spirit."
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Encyclopedists, Jean D'Alembert, Denis Diderot, and 
D* Holbach, and their contemporaries, Voltaire, Rous
seau, and David Hume, tightened the control of scep
ticism and substituted a philosophy of morality for 
religion,^

How much aware Cambridge students were of these 
writings cannot be determined, but the issues which 
arose from them were not new to Cambridge, Included 
on the list of required readings were the works of 
John Locke, whose Essay Concerning Human Understanding 
proposed a rational theology,® and the work of Samuel 
Clarke, viiose "Discourse Concerning the Being and 
Attributes of Cod, the Obligations of Natural Religion, 
and the Truth and Certainty of the Christian Religion" 
shows him to be a Christian deist.^ Another product 
of the Cambridge tradition, William Paley, supported 
the theory of association in his moral philosophy, and

7 Stephen, I and II, covers the philosophies of these men in detail. See also George Boas, Dominant Themes in Modern Philosophy (New York: Ronald P-n«««. 
1957), p p . 323-3U1.

OBen Ross Schneider, Wordsworth* Education (Cambridge: University Press7~ lbl-ld2. See Stephen, I, 91+-101.
js Cambridge 
19i>l), pp?

QStephen, I, 119-130. See Overton and Relton, pp. 31-32, 111-113.
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accepted an easy-going, natural religion that demanded 
little explanation or argument.10 The total effect of 
these philosophies on Wordsworth's religion cannot be 
seen, perhaps, but certainly they must have influenced 
his beliefs and shaped his attitudes, especially toward 
the Church of England and its rival institutions.

In 1791 Wordsworth mentions his interest in 
taking Holy Orders.11 There is no evidence that he 
was enthusiastic about the Church of England at this 
time, but his consideration of Orders shows that he 
considered himself to be orthodox. He must have felt 
that he could subscribe to the Articles when it was 
time to receive his degree, and apparently he found

°Paley‘s Moral and Political Philosoohv was published in 1785, his Evidences oFlJhristianitv in 
1794» and his Natural Theology in 1802. Wordsworth 
would probably have read the Moral and Political 
Philosophy while he was a student. “The fact that 
he eventually rejected Paley's concept of God as a 
Watchmaker shows that he was familiar with the other 
two works. See Stephen, I, 405-420; II, 121-125. 
Paley is typical of the clergymen of his century. 
Conyers Middleton (1683-1750), Richard Watson (1737- 
1815), Joseph Butler (1692-1752), and William War- 
burton (1698-1779) represent the anti-enthusiasm of the age. Middleton, a Deist, spent his energies 
attacking Roman Catholicism. Watson once said: "I 
reduced the studying of divinity into as narrow a 
compass as I could, . . . being much unconcerned 
about the opinions of councils, fathers, churches, 
and bishops." Warburton, proud and pragmatic, 
attacked and ridiculed any religious belief unlike 
his own. See Stephen I, 253-274, 405-407, 454-458; 
278-308; II, 48-56, 344-371 concerning these men.

IXThe Early Letters of William and Dorothy 
Wordsworth, ed. Ernest de Selincourt (Oxford: Claren- don Press, 1935), pp. 57-58.
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nothing objectionable in the Book of Common Prayer .
It is possible that his uncle, the Reverend William 
Cookson, may have encouraged Wordsworth to study for 
Orders. In the late eighteenth century an ambitious 
clergyman could work for a promotion, live among the 
wealthy, lead a worldly life, and engage himself in 
politicsWhether or not these factors were respon
sible for Wordsworth’s decision not to become a clergy
man, in 1794 he wrote to his friend Matthews: "I cannot 
bend my mind to take Orders."^

By 1791» the year Wordsworth graduated from 12

12An example of worldly living was Bishop Richard Watson of Llandaff in southeastern Wales.
While holding the diocese of Llandaff from 1782 until 
I8l6, he resided at Windermere, vhere he became a 
prosperous agriculturalist. He was also rector of 
sixteen parishes and held a professorship in chemistry 
at Cambridge. He complained that his political acti
vity and free use of speech kept him from being pro
moted and becoming a rich man, a complaint that he 
retracted later. Llandaff was in ruins by I83O, but 
this should have beene xpected, for Watson had visited 
it only once in thirty-four years. The Archbishop of 
Canterbury, Manners-Sutton, managed sixteen parishes 
and from 1805-1828 shared the cathedrals with seven 
other members of his family. See Ford K. Brown, Fathers 
<$>** the Victorians (Cambridge: University, 196l),“pp. 
35-40; Overton and Relton, pp. 259-262; Wakeman, pp. 451-452; Stephen, I, 454-457; and D. C. Somervell, 
English Thought in t he Nineteenth Century (New York: Longmans, Green, andTo., 1929), pp. 16-17.

Early Letters. pp. 108-109,13
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Cambridge, the Evangelical clergy were just beginning 
to establish themselves in the university, Charles 
Simeon and Isaac Milner were leaders of the Cambridge 
Evangelicals, but Wordsworth says nothing about them. 
Passages in the Prelude indicate that his "unconscious 
love and reverence" of human nature was secondary only 
to "Nature herself" until 1793*^ Wordsworth admitted 
that he had been misled by "the dangerous craft of 
culling term and phrase" during his studies at Cam
bridge, but he gave credit to geometric science for 
giving him pleasure and means of meditation, through 
which he recognized the "one Supreme Existence" that 
'hath the name of God."l5 But his letters and poems 
give no credit to the Evangelicals for strengthening 
either his natural or nominal religion.^ jn fact, * * * * * * *

11+The Prelude, Book VIII, 11. 300-350.
^Ibid., Book VI, 11. 115-11+1.
lDBook VII of The Prelude has a revealing 

passage in the 1805 edition, 11. 543-586» Wordsworth
compares the public shows, noted for their oratory
and emotionalism to the "show" sponsored by the "holy
Church" in the capital city. The 1850 edition omits 
very little of this critical passage, which is directed
against the method of the Evangelists, not against 
their message. See Cowper's The Task, ii, 1+14-482, 
which also attacks the theatrical techniques of t he 
clerics.
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he was censorious of most preaching unless it was 
done with eloquence.^7 In 1791 Wordsworth preferred 
to

note and keepIn memory, those individual sights of 
Of courage, or integrity, or truth,
Or tenderness, which there. . .
Appeared more touching.

(The Prelude, Book VII. 11. 598-
5 o e )

The "higher triumph" of the "Pulpit's oratory" was 
not recognized in the early version of the Prelude. ^  
Not until 1832 did the poet acknowledge that the 
admonitions and the "awfultruths" delivered with 
soul-searching powers were of value.^

The possibility of Wordsworth's becoming a 
clergyman did not linger. Not more than four months 
after he had written in frustration to Matthews 
that he could not take Orders, Wordsworth wrote to 
a friend, telling him of the proposed plans for a 
publication called the Philanthropist, which was to 
discuss politics, morals, manners, and institutions. ^0

?The emphasis on preaching was a natural effect of the Protestant effort to avoid anything that 
might hint of "Romish" services. Thus the emphasis on 
liturgy had practically disappeared, even though the 
Book of Prayer permitted it. Preaching and singing 
hymns replaced the liturgy. See Wakeman, pp. 246 ff., 
Overton and Relton, pp. 287-297, Stephen,"II, 335-348.

1 ftThe Prelude, p. 250. De Selincourt notes that the insertion of this brief tribute first appeared in 
Manuscript D, which he believes was written" in 1832.

19Ibid. See lines 544-550 in the 1850 edition, pp. 250-252. 20

20£arly Letters, pp. 121-122.
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The youthful publishers-to-be did not expect the 
clergy of t he Church of England to approve their 
project, nor could the Dissenters, because of their 
financial disadvantages, help the periodical, even 
if they might approve of its principles. 21 It is 
evident from Wordsworth’s statement, ’’The clergy 
w111 turn from us, 1 that his conduct was frowned 
upon by many who knew him. 22 What they did not 
understand was that Wordsworth’s behavior was an 
expression of his frustration. Having rejected 
the Church as a profession, he did not know where 
to turn.

During the years Wordsworth became acquainted 
with the theories of David Hartley, whose theory of 
association classified theopathy and moral sense as 
divisions of the primary sensations, which, when 
compounded with sensation, imagination, ambition, 
self-interest and sympathy, give rise to pleasures 
and pains. 2 3 From this theory of morality grew the

21Ea_rly Letters, pp. 121-122.
22

—P i d»> P* 122. See Moorman, pp. 123-121*.
23stephen, II, 63-80. Hartley’s Observationson Man was published in 171*9. See ArthurTiwitt^----

William Wordsworth: His Doctrine and Art in Their 
historical Relations (Madison: University of Wisconsin 
ress, 1 9 2 2 1 for a thorough study of eighteenth century philosophical influences on Wordsworth*
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seedlings of the religion of benevolence which Words
worth would later cross with the doctrine of necessity 
expounded by William Godwin in Political Just ice.

This work, published in 1793» swept Words
worth into a short, but turbulent stream of revolu
tionary moral and political philosophies. Godwin’s 
theory was that reason once allowed to have full pla y, 
would have a discipline of its own, and that men 
would act rightly for t he same reason that a mathema
tician would add up a column of figures correctly. 
Godwin insisted that man is perfectible,^ and that 
man should use private judgment in practically all 
matters, civil and moral.According to Godwin, 
institutions, including the churches, were unneces
sary, for if their purposes were reasonable, men 
would willingly support them.410 Wordsworth adapted 
these theories to meet his wants during these years 
prior to 1795. He observed that ancient institutions

^William Godwin, Enquiry Concerning Political 
Justice and Its Influence on Morals and Happiness 
2 vols. T2nd ed.; London: G. G. and J. Robinson, 1796), 
I, 87, 93.

2%bid., 171.
26 Ibid., II, 231-232, 237
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had fallen into disgrace, victims of those who had 
advocated them,2  ̂and ''endeavored with the best of 
skill to probe the living body of society" and tested 
all "titles and honours" of the mind in the light of

pOreason. But Godwin's hold on Wordsworth was short
lived. "Wearied out with contrarieties," Wordsworth 
gave up moral questions and turned his thoughts to

pQmathematics. ' It is significant that Wordsworth 
had experienced a moral crisis as a result of his 
affair with Annette Vallon in 1792 and another 
which he described in the Prelude.3° ln neither 
crisis did it occur to him to seek help from the 
C hurc h.

Wordsworth passed the next ten years as a 
nominal member of the Church of England, but the 
Wordsworths were not active church members. 
Wordsworth's faith in Nature as the "guide, thb

27The Prelude. Book XI, 11. 261-265. See the 
Wanderer's reply to the Solitary in The Excursion.Book V, 11. 378-386. ------------

28Ibid., Book X, 11. 875-876 (1805). See 
lines 819-830 for the young Wordsworth's tribute to 
the "one guide" upon which he was so dependent during these few years.

2QIbid., Book XI, 11. 3OI1-333 (1850).
3°Ibid. This must have been in 17914. or 1795, because Wordsworth gives credit for his recovery to 

Coleridge, vh om he had met in September, 1795, and to 
Dorothy, with whom he had settled at Dorset in October, 
1795. In the manuscript of 1805 Wordsworth mentions 
Coleridge, but the reference is omitted in later versions.
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guardian of his heart, and soul of all his moral 
being" required no church or minister,31 The 
rhetoric of the local pastor could not at this 
time direct the mysticism >h ich the poet experi
enced. But personal tragedy in 1805 brought 
Wordsworth into another spiritual crisis, when 
John, his youngest brother, was drowned in a ship
wreck. The mixed feelings with which the poet 
faced this tragedy can be seen in his letters.
To George Beaumont he wrote:

Would it not be blasphemy to say that, upon 
the supposition of the thinking principle 
being destroyed by death, however inferior 
we may be to the great Cause and Ruler of 
things, we have more of love in our nature than He has?32

But in that same letter and in others written to 
friends and relatives during March and April of 
that year, he refers to the necessity of facing

3J-In October, 1832, Dorothy wrote in her 
journal: "I find that this tour was both begun 
and ended on a Sunday. I am sorry that it should 
have been so, though I hope and trust that our 
thoughts and feelings were not seldom as pious 
and serious as if we had attended a place devoted 
to public worship. My sentiments have undergone 
a great change since 1803 respecting the absolute 
necBssity of keeping the Sabbath by a regular 
attendance at church." Journals of Dorothy Wordsworth, 
ed. Ernest de Selincourt [New York: Macmillan and Co., 
191+1), I ,  1+1+0.

32gariy Letters, pp. 1+60-1+61.



the loss of the beloved brother and accepting the 
will of God. The poet concludes his letter to Beau
mont :

I trust we shall with the blessing of God grow 
calmer every day. . . .It was the will of °od 
that he should be taken away. . . .1 trust in 
God that I shall not want fortitude, but my loss is great and irreparable.33
But, as he had done in previous crises, Words

worth recovered his faith without the help of his 
Church. Uncertain now about the benevolence of 
Nature, the poet became stoical, emphasizing the 
necessity of duty in one’s life and the need of for
titude. 34 Not until after the Wordsworth® had left 
Grasmere in 1806 is there any indication that the 
family attended services in the village church.

33ibid. Only once during these weeks did 
Wordsworth mention the possibility of eternal re
ward. See Early Letters, p. J486. The le tter to 
Beaumont expresses the anguish of a person who wants 
to know whether or not there is a better world after death.

^Stoi cism became part of Wordsworth’s religion and personal philosophy for many years. A 
poetic expression of what the poet experienced emo
tionally and spiritually at this t ime is "Elegiac 
Stanzas, Suggested by a Picture of Peele Castle in 
a Storm, Painted by Sir George Beaumont." The sight 
of the castle buffeted by wind and waves reminded Wordsworth of life. See lines 57-60.
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Dorothy mentions attending services occasionally
in 1807» and in l8ll she writes:

I assure you we are become regular churchgoers. . .for the sake of the children, and 
indeed Mr. Johnson, our present curate, appears to be so much in earnest and is so unassuming 
and amiable a man that I think we should go 
often even if we had not the children.3°

But personal sorrows still continued to come to the
Wordsworths. In June, 1812, three-year-old Catherine
died, and in December, six-year-old Thomas died.
Once more the family prayed for consolation and
spiritual strength, but there is no evidence that
Wordsworth strengthened his church affiliation
because of these sorrows.37

There is evidence, however, that Wordsworth's
interest in the Church had not completely disappeared
after the 1780*s. He may have scandalized Coleridge
in 1803 with his remarks about Divine Wisdom,38

35do Selincourt, Dorothy Wordsworth: A Biogra- 
Phy (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1933), p. 2&7.

3^Letters of W illiam and Dorothy Wordsworth, 
The Middle ^earsjTed. Ernest de Selincourt (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1937), I, kk5.

37Wordsworth* s wife, Mary, was probably the 
most orthodox of the Wordsworths. She taught the 
children their prayers and used the Book of Common 
Prayer for her private devotion. See Hoxie Neale 
Fairchild, Religious Trends in English Poetry (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1939), III, 191.

3®Kathleen Coburn (ed.) The Notebooks of 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 19i|0), I, Entry 1618.



16
but in overcoming the revolutionary ideas of his 
youth, he had developed a deep love of England and 
a conservative patriotism that included loyalty to, 
if not devotion within, the Church of England. After 
the war with Prance, England became to Wordsworth the 
preserver of liberty and its Constitution a symbol of 
freedom. The poems dedicated to “National Independence 
and Liberty," composed between 1802 and l8l6, repeat 
his concern for British welfare. He feared that 
England, like Prance, might fail in greatness if she 
were to fail in virtue.39 England’s failures could 
be seen everywhere: at the altar, in the military, 
in the home, in her literature.UO Wordsworth shows 
in these sonnets that the bond between church and

^Wordsworth apparently felt this to be his 
duty as a poet. In the edition of his poems in 1835 
he expia ined that he had written "The Warning" to 
forestall agitation and to calm those whose feelings 
might be misled during political discord. The poet 
in 1835 was thihking about the Reform Bill. Henry 
Crabb Robinson thought the notes should not be 
published. "Wordsworth will aggravate antipathies 
by his polemical notes," wrote Robinson.

^Sonnet XIV, "London, 1802."



state was, in his mind, necessary for tthe good of the 
country of England.

During the years when Wordsworth composed 
these sonnets, another movement caught his attention: 
Dissenters and Roman Catholics gradually and persist
ently demanded additional relief from penal laws.^1 
Their petitions were frequently denied because the 
Established Church enjoyed tremendous political 
strength among its prelates, and neither House of 
Parliament had sufficient pro-relief members. The 
problem lay in the fear of disestablishment. On 
this issue Wordsworth was adamant. His own church 
affiliation did not appear to demand much activity 
on his part, but he insisted that his loyalty was 
unwavering. He admitted at one time that there 
were evils in the Establishment, but he added: "The 
mischief of allowing the clergy to depend on the 
caprice of the multitude here outweighs them.

17

^~See Elie Ealevy, England in 1815, Vol. I 
of £ History of the English People in the Nineteenth 
Century, trans. £. I. Watkin and Dg A. Barker (6 vols.; 
New York: Reter Smith, 19i|9), 1+73-1+85; John Steven 
Watson, The Reign of George III, 1760-1815, ^ol. XII oF the Oxford History of England, ed. George Clark 
Till "voIs.; Oxford: Clarendon Press, i960), l4.i4.O-I4-I460

^Robinson, Diary, Reminiscences, and Corres
pondence, I, 250.
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The caprice of the multitude of which the 

poet spoke continued to spread, however. Ministers 
had complained for years that discipline was impos
sible, because parishioners, if disgruntled by 
their pastors, often turned to Dissent. Wordsworth 
apparently preferred tight reins in control of the 
clergy as well as the lay people.

The Church of England had given much leeway 
to its multitude in the early nineteenth century. 
’The Thirty-Nine Articles walk at times along the 
edge of a precipice, yet without tumbling down,” 
wrote William Evert Gladstone late in 1893.
With the Constitution of the Established Church as 
it was in the first quarter of the century, the 
Articles could not have tumbled at all because they 
represented the widest possible scope of beliefs^ 
The Evangelical party represented purely Protestant 
principles; the Apostolic Party held Catholic prin
ciples; and the Latitudinarians held the widest

William Evert Gladstone, Correspondence on Church and Religion, ed. D. C. Lathbury (New York: 
Macmillan and Co., 1910), II, 369.

^Cornish, p. 5.
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range of doctrine among the three.̂  These groups 
had borne their grudges against each other through 
political affiliation. The Low Church, or Latitu- 
dinarians, formed part of the Whig party in politics; 
the Evangelicals found refuge in that party also.
The High Church, or Apostolic party, allied themselves 
with the Tories.^ With these internal divisions, 
the Church of England was a vast arena of controversy. 
Mozley referred to it as the Church of "ten thousand 
popes. "U7

^Johnson, pp. 1+2-14.8 . The Latitudinarians 
eventually became the Broad Church members, whose 
tenets were so incohesive that a Frenchman described 
the group as the party which did not believe in hell.

k^Wakeman, pp, 1+02-1+03» 1+12-1+19 passim. John 
Henry Cardinal Newman described the ability of the 
Established Church to maintain its "unity" in this 
lucid passage; "If the Anglican communion simply 
consisted of these three parties /Evangelical, Apos
tolic, and Latitudinarian/, it could not endure. It would be broken up by its internal dissensions. But 
there is a far larger party in it than these three 
theological parties, which created by and availing 
itself of the legal status of the Church, its endow
ments, and its fabrics of worship, is the ballast 
and bond of the whole. This is the party of order, 
or the Conservatives, or as hitherto they have been 
called, the Tories. It is not a religious party; 
not that it does not include a large number of reli
gious men in its ranks, but that its principles and 
watchwords are political, or at least ecclesiastical 
rather than theoretical. . . .  Their chief character
istic is that of being advocates of an Establishment, 
and of the Establishment; and they are more eager 
that there should be a National Church than careful 
what that Natiohal Church professes." The Month 
(July-December, 1866), IV, 625»

U7Mozley, II, 392.



Wordsworth, because of his conservative 
Toryism, would undoubtedly have thought of him
self as a member of the High Church, although in 
practice in 1812 he would have belonged to what 
Newman described as the ecclesiastical party. By 
1820 Wordsworth wore some semblance of orthodoxy. 
He feared liberal elements in both political and 
religious matters,^®and the move toward Catholic 
emancipation made him uneasy. The High Church 
party with its interest in apostolic tradition 
and its Tory affiliation was the group to which 
Wordsworth attached himself. Certainly he was 
not interested in its liturgy, a subject practi
cally forgotten until the Tractarians revived it. 
He wanted only to defend the Established Church 
because it represented to him a grand, ancient 
British tradition which must be preserved.U9

^ Henry Crabb Robinson on Books and Their 
Writers, ed. Edith Morley (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1927),I, 83. Evidence of Wordsworth’s conservatism can b e seen also in Chapters II and III of 
this paper, which treat of his attitudes toward Dissenters and Roman Catholics.

^Willard Sperry, ’’Wordsworth's Religion," 
Wordsworth: Centenary Studies Presented at Cornell 
and Princeton Universities, ed. Gilbert T7 Dunklin 
(Princeton: University Press, 1951), pp. 15U-155. 
See The Correspondence of Henry Crabb Robinson with 
the Wordsworth Circle (3 vols.; Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1927), I,” 14-72-1+73, and Sadler, III, 210.
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rie had strong faith in the "moral temper which 
would elevate the present by doing reverence for 
the past," and he maintained that the "mere formal
ities of the understanding" could not restore the 
"tone of piety" nearly so effectively as could 
antiquity.50

For this reason, even though he was not 
fully in accord with High Church beliefs, he 
joined the Hackney Phalanx, a group considered to 
be rigidly orthodox in most doctrines and quite 
opposed to Evangelical and latitudinarian movements.51 
The Hackney Phalanx looked to the Scriptures for 
their doctrines. Interested chiefly in proving that 
the English Church was the Church founded by Christ 
in the first century, they were determined to remain 
Catholic and Apostolic without being Romish. Their 
doctrine de-emphasized the Sacrifice on Calvary and 
focused Instead on the Incarnation as a work of Atone
ment. Although the group was disunited in its atti
tudes toward the liturgy, they preferred ritual to 
the observance ofthe Articles. Not until the Evan-

. , m. 5°I£e Poetical Works of William Wordsworth, ed. Thomas Hutchinson (New York: Oxford Universitv Press, 1933), p. 907. J
. '>lsee Schneider, Wordsworth’s Cambridge

for an account of the liberal moviients at moridge. Also see Overton and Relton, pp. 230-250.
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gelicals tended to disregard the Book of Common Prayer 
did the Hackney group begin to stress the contemporary 
importance of the Book. Until that time, it had been 
merely a memorial, a symbol of their inheritance.^ 

Wordsworth probably did not join the Hackney 
Phalanx because of its doctrines or its promotion of 
public worship. Conversely, the men of Hackney would 
not have approved of his worship of Nature or of 
emotional display over antiquities.^3 Wordsworth 
probably associated with the Phalanx at the urging of

^Fairchild, III, 226. See Cornish, I, 66*
^The Hackney Phalanx had as its leaders 

Joshua and John James Watson, rector of Hackney.
Other prominent clergymen were Henry Handley Norris, 
whose parish lay just outside the suburb Hackney; 
William Stevens, Bishop William Van Mildert of Durham, 
and Bishops Broughton, Lloyd, and Monk. Many laymen, 
including Wordsworth and Southey, joined the group.
See Cornish, I, 71-72. The Hackney Phalanx was the 
High Church rival of the Clapham Sect, organized by 
William Wilberforce. Unlike Hackney, the Clapham 
Sect avoided a political tag. They sought to direct 
politics into accomplishing useful, social action, but they also sought to improve the morals of t he 
well-to-do. The Sect also taught religion to t he 
poor, but did nothing to improve t heir economic 
condition. They used the Gospels to teach t he poor 
to accept their poverty and misery rather than to 
overcome it, and t hey avoided teaching the poor to 
read lest they read of ways to revolt against their 
misery. See Hannah More’s Complete Works (New York: 
Harper and Brothers, 1835) for the kind of teaching 
promulgated by the Clapham Sect. See also Asa 
Briggs, The Age of Improvement (London: Longmans, 
I960), pp. 70-71» and Watson, pp. 35U-355.



his younger brother, Christopher, Master of Trinity 
Coliege« The younger Wordsworth was well-known for 
his opposition to Evangelical and latitudinarian 
movements within C a m b r i d g e H o w  long he or the 
poet remained interested in Hackney is not certain. 
What remains is a series of poems which support 
the Established Church chiefly because it is the 
"best agency for the promotion of national indepen
dence and liberty."^ These two things could be 
had only if there was a spirit of national duty and 
virtue.

Wordsworth’s long poems show the Established 
Church in its role as protector of the English way of 
life. These are the Excursion. The White Doe of Ryl- 
stone, The Prelude, and the series of sonnets about

23

^Chri stopher Wordsworth must have been more 
imposing than popular. Monckton Milnes described him 
as being intelligent, quick, courteous, untiring in 
his work, and diligent in restraining a tendency to 
sarcasm. Humphrey T. Johnson describes him as an 
"old-world figure," so dedicated to the High Church 
that he once refused to bury a Wesleyan minister as 
a "Reverend." See Anglicanism in Transition, p. 123.

^Watson, p. 188. The Reverend R. P. Groves once said of Wordsworth: "With regard to the Prayer 
Hook, he reverenced and loved it as the Church's 
precious heritage of primitive piety." Alexander 
B. Grosart, The Prose Works of William Wordsworth 
(London: Edward Moxon, Son, and Co., 187ST7 III, 471.
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the Church, The Ecclesiastical Sketches.56 57 The signi
ficance of these poems is that they avoi_d a Christian 
vocabulary until their revision, and even then the 
changes consist of Biblical references or a more 
conventional approach to religion.

The first of these chronologically, The Excur
sion, was intended to be a lengthy poem giving the 
poet’s views on man, nature, and society.58 In Book 
V the Pastor attempts to explain how man’s religious 
sentiments are protected:

24

56The Excursion was begun in 1798, carrying the
title, The.tiecTuse. See Early Letters, pp. 188-190.
In 1814 Wordsworth published the poem with the title 
The Excursion. Being a Portion of the Recluse, but he 
never 'finished the work. See Ernest de Selincourt and 
Helen Darbishire, The Poetical Works of William Words- 
worth (5 vols.; Oxford’: Clarendon Press, 1949), V7 363- 
372 "for its development» The White Dpe of Ry Is tone was 
begun in 1807 and published Tn 1313. Most of tne "Eccle
siastical Sketches were composed in 1821 and were pub
lished.‘in 1822. The Prelude, originally part of the
planned Recluse, was begun in 1805 and was published 
after the poet * s death in 1850. Wordsworth had spent 
thirty-five years revising it. See de Selincourt and 
Darbishire (eds.), The Prelude, or Growth of a Poet * s 
Mind (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1959).

57See the de Selincourt and Darbishire edition, 
which records the changes Wordsworth made. Judson 
Stanley Lyon in the Ebecursion: A Study (New Haven:Yale University Press, 1950) ha's also made a thorough 
study of Wordsworth’s changes in the poem. Mary E. 
Burton claims that Wordsworth did not intend to show 
any alterations in his philosophy or religion, but 
wished to clarify vague passages. See The One Words- 
worth (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
1942), pp. 47-48.

58The Prelude, ed. de Selincourt and Darbishire, 
p. xxxiii.
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. . .'Tis not in the vital seat 
Of feeling to produce them, wi thout aid 
Prom the pure soul, the soul sublime and pure; 
With her two faculties of eye and ear,
The one by which a creature, whom his sins 
Have rendered prone, can upward look: to heaven; 
The other that empowers him to perceive 
The voice of Deity, on height and plain, 
Whispering those truths in stillness, which the 

Word
To the four quarters of the winds, proclaims.
Not without such assistance could the use 
Of these benign observances prevail;
Thus are they born, thus fostered, thus main

tained;
Forefathers, who, to guard against the shocks 
The fluctuation and decay of things,
Embodied and established these high truths 
In solemn institutions.

(Book V, 11. 98U-1001)
Even though Wordsworth introduced this passage with
the label "Ecclesiastical Establishments, vh ence
derived," he does not discuss the nature of these
"solemn institutions." Judging from lines 998 to
1001, however, one gets the impression that the
establishment of a religious institution takes place
not from divine but from human directives.

Wordsworth also opens Book VI with a salute
to the Church and State of England:

Hail to the State of Englandl And conjoin 
With this a salutation as devout 
Made to the spiritual fabric of her Church; 
Pounded in truth: by blood of Martyrdom 
Cemented; by the handsof Wisdom reared 
In beauty of holiness, with ordered pomp,
Decent and unreproved. The voice, that greets The majesty of both, shall pray for both;
That mutually protected and sustained,
They may endure long as the sea surrounds 
This favoured Land, or sunshine warms her soil.(Book VI, 11. 6-16)

Againt he wording hides definitions. Phrases such



26
"spiritual fabric,""by the hands of Wisdom reared 
in beauty of holiness," and "ordered pomp," do not 
state the nature of relationships between Church

promulgate a few years later as a member of the 
Hackney Phalanx--that the Church and State are

Regardless of this salute to the Church, however, 
Wordsworth succeeded only in giving the appearance 
of conformity. The later insertions and modifica
tions failed to bring the doctrines of the Excursion

and State, the Excursion received severe criticism 
for its lack of Christian belief. See Edith Batho, 
The Later Wordsworth (Cambridge: University Press, 
1933“)» P. 280? The Cf orrespondence of Henry Crabb Robinson with t he Wordswcr th Circle, p, 300; Elsie 
Smith, An Estimate of William Wordsworth by Hjs 
Contemporaries: 1793-1822 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 
1932), p. 170; Henry Crabb Robinson on Books and 
Their Writers ed, Edith Morley (Oxford?: ¿¡Da rend on 
Press, 1930)» I, 159* 3&3J T. Allsop (ed.) Letters, 
Conversations and Recollections of Samuel Taylor Coleridge (London: L. Moxon. l8~35T. I, 205.

^^Ursula Henriques, Religious Toleration 
in England, 1787-1833 (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1961)7 PP. 27^-275.

alterations made in 1 , which show a definite effort
to cast a Christian light over the poem. See especially 
pages 2U-27, 113-119.

and State.59 Wordsworth is stating what he would

allied by nature with the approval of Providence.

within the C h u r c h . A s  a record of Wordsworth’s

goIn spite of this panegyric on the Church

61Lyon's stud f the Excursion traces the
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personal beliefs, The Excursion is probably valid, 
but as an attempt to clarify the nature of or work of 
the Established Church, it fails,^2

Other poems which illustrate Wordsworth's 
interest in the High Church are the Ecclesiastical 
Sketches, J His purpose was to portray the "intro
duction, progress, and operation of the Church of 
England, both previous and subsequent to the Reforma
tion."^ This statement represents the view of the 
High Church; Coleridge once expressed it this way:
"We are the Catholics. . . . The Church of England 
is the Church in England."^5

k^See Chapter IV of this paper, pp, 102-105» 
which are concerned with Wordsworth1 s beliefs as 
shown in the Excursion.

k%he Sketches are a group of sonnets which 
form three parts, the first treating of early days 
of Christianity in Britain untilt he break from 
Rome, the second covering the time to Charles I, and 
the third concerning the period after the Restoration 
until the l81|0's. Wordsworth said that he was in
spired to write the Sketches in 1820, when the Catho
lic question" was receiving much attention. Most of 
the sonnets in the Sketches were written in 1821 
and 1822. Others were added during the next fifteen 
years. After 1837 the title was changed to Ecclesias
tical Sonnets.

k^The Complete Poetical Works of William 
Wordsworth, ed. John Morley (New York: Macmillan co., 
1913), p.~609•

^Samuel Taylor Coleridge, On the Constitution 
of the Church and State, ed. Henry telson Coleridge 
Tiiew York: Harper and Brothers, 1856), p. 10L)..
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Wordsworth did not, however, paint a clear 

picture of the High Church in these sonnets. The 
-acrament&l system appears to be a series of devo
tional exercises, intended to stimulate tender 
thoughts, to promote virtue and piety, and to remind 
men of their reward in the hereafter. The sonnets 
in Part III of the Sketches include "The Liturgy," 
"Baptism,” "Confirmation,”"Sacrament," "The Marriage 
Ceremony,” and "Visitation of the Sick." Sonnet XIX 
in the third part focuses only on the reaction of the 
participant in the liturgical services. The "stupen
dous mysteries" render solemn "cheer" and feelings of 
awe and fear, but nothing is said about their purpose.

In the sonnet "Baptism" the poet expresses 
gratitude to the Church for watching over the needs 
of infancy, and refers to the Sacrament as

a timely showerWhose virtue changes to a Christian flower 
A Growth from sinful Nature's bed of weeds. 66

("Baptism," 11. 2-ij.)

. i A»olci6S o1 Reli8ion define Baptism inArticle XXVII: Baptism is not only a sign of profes
sion, and mark of difference, whereby Christian men 
are discerned from others that be not christened, but 
it is also a sign of Regeneration or New-Birth, whereby, as by an instrument, they that receive Baptism

are grafted into the Church; the promises of the forgiveness of sin, and of our adoption to be the 
son? °f by the Holy Ghost, are visibly signed and sealed; Faith is confirmed and Grace increased by virtue of prayer unto God."



He speaks of the descendence of grace^and refers to 
the "second birth," references which show his famil
iarity with the Boojg of Common Prayer as it was then.

Sonnets XXIII and XXIV treat of Confirmation 
which in the Articles was not considered a true Sacra 
m ent.^9 Wordsworth included a reference to the cere
mony as prescribed in the Book of Common Prayer, that 
is the renewal of the Baptismal promises. But the 
work of the Sacrament is described in one line: "The 
Omnipotent will raise their feeble souls. The expla
nation goes no further. The rest of the sonnet is 
more concerned with the emotional reactions of the 
recipients and of their families than with the nature

^Elizabeth Geen, "The Concept of Grace in 
Wordsworth's Poetry," Publications of the Modern 
Language Association, LVIII (19^3) *"~£89-715>o Geen points out that Wordsworth began to use the word 
grace in the religious sense more frequently after 
1822. Tn contrast to his concept of grace in 1805» 
a blessed power that "links all things," he thinks of it in 1822 as a gift of God.

/ O°The doetrine of original sin and actual 
sin and their consequences caused much controversy 
within the Church of England. Mozley wrote that the 
Church of England allowed the "widest scope of these 
subjects, and abstained from imposing either of the 
two conflicting theories on those who seek her Sacra
ments." See Mozley, II, 382. In l8I|.9 the Cforham case 
involving the doctrine of baptismal regeneration, led 
to such heated disagreement that more than three hun
dred Anglican clergymen, including Manning and R. I. 
Wilberforce, seceded to Roman Catholicism. See 
Gladstone's Correspondence, ed. Lathbury, I, 83-86; 
Recollections of Aubrey de Vere (New York: Edward 
Arnold, 1897), p. 262; and Cornish, VIII, 319-336.

k%he Book of Common Prayer (New York: Church 
Pension Fund, 1 9 ,  P* ¿07•
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of the ceremony.

In the sonnets written in 1821 and 1822, 
Wordsworth omitted mentioning Penance, for it no 
longer had any significance in the Church of Eng
land. 70 gy 18^5, however, Wordsworth had composed 
for the Ecclesiastical Sonnets one called "Visita
tion of the Sick." In this sonnet he mentions the 
confession that "hath laid bare the heart." What 
is interesting about this sonnet is its late date. 
Wordsworth had always referred to Penance as part 
of the "Romish" ritual. * 71 Probably the influence 
of the Tractarians had renewed Anglican interest 
in the Catholic elements of the Prayer Book, for

70The habit of making a private confession 
has an obscure history in the Established Church. 
Jeremy Taylor was the personal confessor of John 
Evelyn. Bishops Gunning and Morley were also per
sonal confessors early in the eighteenth century.See Wakeman, p. 398#

71The Prayer Book contained this absolution for Visitation of the Sick; "Our Lord Jesus Christ, 
who hath left power to his Church to absolve all 
sinners who truly repent and believe in him, of his 
great mercy forgive thee thine offences; and by his 
authority committed to me, I absolve thee from all 
thy sins, . . . Amen." Johnson, p. 37. The doctrine 
of priestly absolution offended the opponents of 
sacerdotalism, and there was much embarrassment 
overt he inclusion of these "popish" formulas. The 
present absolution reads: "The Almighty and merciful 
Lord grant thee pardon and remission of all thy sins, and the grace and comfort of the Holy Spirit. Amen." 
The Book of Common Prayer, p. 319.



this is indicative of High Church belief.
The sonnet "Visitation of the Sick" is 

interesting also in that it shows a restoration of 
a practice which had been neglected,72 Like 
Confirmation, Penance, Orders, Matrimony, the 
Sacrament of Extreme Unction was not included 
among the Sacraments of the Gospel, for they had 
no "visible sign or ceremony ordained of God,"73

Tn Part III Wordsworth included a sonnet 
called "Sacrament," which refers to the Lord’s 
Supper, one of the two Sacraments recognized by 
the Church of England as authenticated by the 
Gospels, Wordsworth is typically Protestant and 
High Church in his description of the Sacrament.
The Eucharist is a memorial of the Son of God; it 
is a saving rite and a "fountain of grace," but 
of its essence Wordsworth says nothing. He uses 
the word mysterious, a good choice because of the 
ambiguous description of the Sacrament in Article

7^Aubrey de Vere's brother Vere complained 
bitterly about the neglect of this Sacrament: "Our 
church forsakes her children on their deathbeds." 
See A Memoir of Aubrey de Vere, Based on His Unpub
lished Diaries and Correspondence^ ed. Wilfred Ward 
(London: Longmans, 190l|), p. li+5•

^The Book of Common Prayer, p. 607,
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XXVIII.^ Wordsworth carefully avoided any hint of 
Transubstantiation, for this he had always associated 
with Roman Catholicism. The sonnet '•Sacrament" differs 
greatly from the sonnet "Transubstantiation," which is 
a Protestant view of the Roman Catholic Sacrifice of 
the Mass.

The Ecclesiastical Sonnets, taken as a unit, 
give little evidence of Wordsworth's doctrinal beliefs. 
For him the liturgy apparently had an emotional value. 
He centers the thought on the human element involved: 
the piety, the sentiments of love and fear, the desire 
for a humble, peaceful, quiet life. These are t he 
themes in his sonnets. The Sacraments serve as 
events for pious speculation and edification. A 
baby's cry at Baptism reminded Wordsworth of immor
tality. This interested him more than either the

?^The Article reads: "The Supper of the Lord 
is not only a sign of the love that Christians ought 
to have among themselves one to another, but rather 
it is a Sacrament of our Redemption by Christ's death: 
insomuch that to such as rightly, worthily, and with 
faith, receive the same, the Bread which we break is 
a partaking of the Body of Christ. . . .The Body of 
Christ is given, taken, and eaten, in the Supper, only 
after an heavenly and spiritual manner. Ahd the Mean 
whereby the Body of Christ is received and eaten in 
the Supper, is faith." E. E. Estcourt explains the 
implications of the Article: ". • .our Lord is not present in the consecrated species, tut only in the soul of the receiver: that He is received only by 
the faithful, not by the unfaithful, and thus He is 
not given, or received or eaten in the Holy Eucharist 
sacramentally. E. E. Estcourt, The Dogmatic Teaching 
of the Book of Common Prayer on the Holy Eucharist 
(London: Longmans, 1868), p. f?0. The ambiguity of 
the doctrine was deliberate, according to Wakeman, 
so that people of differing beliefs would accept the 
Article. See Wakeman, pp. 285-289.
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teaching of doctrines or defining the word grace.
There is no conscious involvement with or reference 
to doctrine; rather does the poet seek salvation 
without feeling the need of the Sacraments, A 
letter to George Beaumont in May, 1825» written 
during the time when Wordsworth was still working 
on the Sketches, summarizes briefly what he con
sidered his creed to be:

Theologians may puzzle their heads about 
dogmas as they will, the religion of grati
tude cannot mislead ms. Of that we are sure, 
and gratitude is the handmaid of hope, and 
hope the harbinger of faith, I look upon 
Nature, I think of the best part of our 
species, I lean upon my friends, and I medi
tate upon the scriptures, especially the 
gospel of St. John, and my creed rises up of itself.75

Wordsworth differs little from the Wanderer in
the Excursion, who stresses Christian virtues
without referring to Christ:

The primal duties shine aloft--like stars;
The charities that soothe, and heal and bless,
Are scattered at the feet of Man like flowers;
The generous inclination, the just rule,
Kind wishes, and good actions, and pure thoughts—  No mystery is here.

(Book IX, 11. 238-214.3 )
It is possible that Wordsworth thought of himself as 
a High Church member, and that he wanted others to

7^Letters of William and Dorothy Wordsworth, 
The Later Years, ed. Ernest de Se 1 incourt '(Oxford: " 
Clarendon Press, 1939), I, 203-2014-, cited hereafter 
as betters, Later Years.
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think so* His association with the Hackney Phalanx
suggests that, but the early philosophies lingered in
his mind and memory, hidden in Christian terminology.
Because of them, Wordsworth stressed a strong ethical
and moral code rather than public worship and rubrics.
The church was present, standing as a reminder to the
people that there were moral obligations to be met,
but its efficacy came from a mysterious source, if
the following letter reflects accurately how the
Church of England survived:

As a pastor, their curate did little or nothing 
fort hem; but what could more strikingly set 
forth the efficacy of the Church of England, 
through the Ordinances and Liturgy, that, in 
spite of the unworthiness of the minister, 
his church was regularly attended; and though 
there was not much appearance in his flock of 
what might be called animated piety, intoxica
tion was rare, and dissolute morals unknown?'?

It seems from this passage, t hen, that the religion
of "good actions" and the "generous inclination"
taught in the Excursion was better than Sacraments
and sermons. Men can sense their duties in life.

In later years Wordsworth tended to show 
the influence of Christ in the development of man's

7 ALionel Trilling, "Wordsworth and the Iron Time," The Renyon Review, XII, I4.77-I4.82.

??Letters, Later Years, I, 203. See Robin
son's Diary, I, 2$0. for Wordsworth's reaction in 
1812 to the unworthiness of the clergy.
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moral sense. The poet wrote that he considered the 
safest training for the mind in religion to be a 
contemplation of the character and personal history 
of Christ.73 But Wordsworth seems to have drawn 
himself to the person of Christ because of t he vir
tues Christ practiced. The poet is vague in his 
concept of the Redemption; he apparently did not 
associate the redemptive work with the Church.^

Prom the late l820's until t he mid-l8ij.Ô s, 
Wordsworth's work as a "conscientious member of 
the church" is chiefly political.®0 Dissenters, 
Jews, and Roman Catholics, determined to remove 
the remaining restrictions on their rights to wor
ship publicly, to vote, to run for office, and to 
choose their professions, demanded toleration.®1 
In Ireland conditions were made even more compli
cated by the Catholic majority, who detested the

7®Alexander B. Grosart, The Prose Works 
of William Wordsworth (London: Edward Mo'xon, Son, 
and Co., 1876), HI, UUO.

75see Chapter IV of t his paper, pp.
ftouComish, p. 72. See Francis Murray Todd, 

Politics and the Poet (London: Methuen and Co., Ltd., 
1957) for a study of Wordsworth's reaction to social, religious, and civil affairs which had political 
implications.

See Henriques, Religious Toleration in 
England, 1787-1833 and Raymond Cowherd, ‘Phe Politics of English dissent.
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Established Church and wanted it disestablished. 
Catholics and Unitarians were still irritated by 
the Test and Corporations Acts, which prevented 
them from earning commissions of high rank in the 
military and prohibited their aiding a seat in 
Parliament. In Ireland tempers flared over the 
titheing system, which supported the Established 
Church.Conservatives of the High Church in 
England feared that liberalizing the penal laws 
governing Dissenters and Catholics would weaken 
the position of the Established Church, not only 
in England, but also in Ireland.^3 Among the most 
conservative in this matter of toleration were 
Wordsworth, Scott, Southey, and Coleridge.^

Q ou<:Charles Greville, A Journal of the Reigns of King George IV and King William IV, ed. Henry 
Reeve (New York: D. A. Appleton andTo., 1875), I,
188. Greville wrote: "The accounts from Ireland 
are very bad; nothing but massacres and tumult, and 
all got up by Protestants, who desire nothing so 
much as to provoke the Catholics into acts of violence."

83Henriques, pp. 11+5-11*6. See Chapter II of 
this paper for Wordsworth s views toward Dissenters, 
Chapter III for his views toward Catholicism.

^4Coleridge’s Constitution of the Church and State (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1856) attempts’ 
to prove that the Pope was anti-Christ. See pp. 108- 
116. Southey in 1822 wrote: "My Book of the Church 
will strike both Catholics aid Puritans harder blows 
than they have been of late years accustomed to 
receive." See The Life and Correspondence of the Late 
Robert Southey, ed. Charles 6 . Southey (London: Long
man, Brown, Green, and Longman, 1850), V, 100-101; 113, 
279-281, 308; VI, 27-29, 97, 205.
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They were opposed to leniency on the principle that 
the nation needed an established church. No one 
seemed to question why England needed an established
church.®^

Wordsworth's letters in the 1320's were often 
directed to politicians and to prominent clergymen, 
who were usually actively engaged in politics. 
Wordsworth's letters show his concern for membership 
in his Church. "Alas, the Romanists are gaining 
ground. . . .This will continue to be so unless the 
standard of civilization be raised generally," he 
complained in 1829.86 But in spite of his opposition 
to the repeal of the Test and Corporations Acts and 
his rancorous attacks on Roman Catholicism, Words
worth's fears were realized, and the Test and Corpor
ations Acta were repealed and Emancipation was won.

-^Robinson related the following story about the Chancellor in 1812. After hearing an appeal op
posing the Test and Corporations Acts, the Chancellor 
said: "Gentlemen, I am against you. . . . I am for the 
Established Church. . . .Not that I have any more 
regard for the Established Church than for any other 
church, but because it is established. And if you can
get your d----- d religion established, I'll be forthat tool" Diaries, I, 2l|3.

88Letters, Later Years, I, 358.
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Like many others in England, Wordsworth had become 
so engrossed in the relief acts that he had not 
considered the possibility that the Church of Eng
land might face disestablishment« Her clergymen 
and members had long claimed to be the true Catholic 
Church. They had tested their claim in the Scriptures, 
but the differences of interpretation forced churchmen 
to re-examine the Articles and t he Book of £rayer.®^ 
But with the possibility of reform came the threat of 
extensive changes in the Established Church, particu
larly the fixing of Church rates, the limitation of 
power at Oxford and Cambridge, the possible cut-off
of tithes, and most important, disestablishment

ft ftitself. Lord Grey warned the Established Church 
bishops not to render the Church odious in the eyes 
of the people by opposing the Reform Bill. Realizing 
that the bishops were unpopular with the people, Grey * 88

8?It was commonly heard that the Church and 
State of England were allied by nature or x̂»ov±cienCe. 
John Keble, vhose Assize sermon started the work of 
the Tractarians, referred to the Church of England as 
’’an instrument of divine will.” As we have seen, the 
Hackney Phalanx believed this also. See Tract One 
in English Historical Documents, ed. David C. Douglas 
(London: Ëyre and ^pottiswoode, 1956), XII, 339-3^0.

88 George Macaulay Trevelyan, Lord Grey of the Reform Bill: the Life of Charles » Second Earl Grey ( London : Eongmang f Green, and 1929), p. 2B'§.
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told the churchmen to "set their house in order."S9 

The satisfying experience of depending upon 
the state for its authority seemed to be finished for 
the Established Church. There had to be found other 
than legal reasons for its establishment if it were to 
last. The attempt to find them came from Oxford, where 
the scholars known as Tractarians began to probe into 
the nature of the Established Church. They hoped to 
prove that the Established Church had its origin in 
the Apostles. The Church could then remain established 
not on legal maneuvering, but on its claim to apostolic 
descent,90 The search began with a careful study of 
the Book of Common Prayer and the Articles of Religion.91 9

o9Ibid., pp. 307-308. The Unitarians, Baptists, 
and Gongregationalists were the major antagonists in 
England from 1800 to 1825. See Cowherd, p. 23. In 
Ireland, where the Established Church served only one 
person in ten, the Catholics were determined to break 
the establisliment. See Cornish, pp. 213-214.

9°British Historical Documents, XII, 340. The 
Tractarians were John Henry Newman, John Keble, Edward 
Pusey, William Ward, Richard Huri-ell Froude, Alexander 
Knox, Thomas Sikes, Isaac Williams, Thomas Mozley,James Mozley, and Hugh James Rose.

9^Thomas Mozley in his Reminiscences comments 
that in spite of the many Protestant claims, the 
Prayer Book did not have many adherents. Salvation 
was a thing to be assumed, and it was common practice 
to claim the Bible as the "thing to go by." See p.190.
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At first Wordsworth approved of the work of 
the Tractarians. He was determined that the Church 
of England would remain established in both England 
and in Ireland.92 He was careful to distinguish 
between "popishness" and Catholicity. To Sir Robert 
Inglis, a Tory and merrber of the Hackney Phalanx,93 
the poet had written in 1825: "I reprobate as the 
most injurious tendency every measure that does not 
point to the maintenance of Protestant ascendendy 
and to the diffusion of Protestant principles « "914- 
Ten years and even twenty years later, Wordsworth 
was more than ever confirmed in this attitude.

Whether or not Wordsworth followed the Trac- 
tarian movement closely is difficult to determine. 
Apparently he began enthusiastically, because Robin
son writes in 1839: "I devoted this day to the 
reading of No. 80 of the Oxford Tracts, ’On Reserve

92Roblnson on Books and Their Writers. II.
1*75-1*76.

9^Inglis was an ultra conservative who opposed the Catholic Relief Bill in 1825 and in 1829, the 
repeal of the Test and Corporations Acts in 1828, 
Parliamentary Reform in 1831, reform of the Established 
Church in Ireland in 1833, and Jewish relief. De Selin- 
court describes him as a man of limited intelligence.See betters, Later Years, I, 208.

9j4Letters. Later Years. I, 209-210.



m
in the Communication of Religious Knowledge.* I 
fear I have heard Wordsworth speak favourably of 
this tract."95

Robinson's remark, casual though it is, 
strikes a major theme that prevails in much of 
Wordsworth's writing. This particular tract, written 
anonymously but credited to Isaac Williams, played 
down the need of finely cut doctrines for ordinary 
churchmen and emphasized the need of faith. The 
early Church, argued Williams, did not stress the 
doctrine of the Atonement to unprepared minds, nor 
did it emphasize the use of extempore prayer and 
popular services.9& This is reminiscent of the 
Excursion with its religion of feeling that somehow 
does not require so much the ministry of the Church 
as the open fields, mountains, and vernal wilds.
The letter to Beaumont in 1825 echoed the Excursion, 
and Wordsworth's approval of the Tract in 1839 shows 
that his attitude toward dogma had not changed much 
over the years. Wordsworth's persistence in avoiding 
disputes about dogma led Robinson to write a few years 
fcter: "He praises the reformers for inspiring the age

^Robinson on Books and Their Writers, II, 577«
9^/isaac Williams^, "On Reserve in the Communi

cation of Religious Knowledge," Tracts for Our Times (London: J. G. P. and J. Rivington, T8I4.O), V, Part iv,
3-1+1»



with deeper reverence for antiquity and a more cor
dial conformity with ritual observances--as well as 
a warmer piety— but he goes no further.*^? Faith 
per se Wordsworth thought to be meritorious, and 
there was no need to discuss Redemption,^

Shortly before the publication of Tract 80, 
Frederick Faber had come to Ambleside for the summer 
months.99 Faber, a deacon who was thoroughly imbued 
with the aims of the Oxford Movement, came periodi
cally between 1837 and l8i|2 , frequently enough to 
acquaint himself with the Wordsworth circle. Faber 
was popular at Ambleside, and for this reason, 
Robinson feared that the young man would influence 
others with his "Romanish" views.100 Faber believed 
that the Roman Catholic Church was part of t he orig
inal apostolic Church, something Wordsworth would 
disagree with, but Faber impressed the poet favorably,

^Correspondence of Henry Crabb Robinson with the Wordsworth Circle (Oxford: Clarendon Press. IQ? 7^.
TTk72-1+73.

" ibid., p. 300.

99j0hn Edward Bowden, The Life and Letters 
of crederick William ^aber (Baltimore! John Murray,
1869), p . 85.

■^^Robinson, diaries, Reminiscences, and Correspondence, pp. 266-267.
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and was likewise impressed by Wordsworth. In grati
tude for their many conversations about the Church, 
Faber dedicated a journal to him.^-O! However, the 
friendly relationship did not last. Faber’s Catholic 
tendencies ended in his complete conversion to Roman 
Catholicism. Wordsworth was disturbed about this, 
and he referred to the conversion as a treacherous 
action.102 Faber, who was holding a rectorship at 
hit on at the time of his conversion, had not ’’gone
over” to Rome alone; he had taken seven parishioners 
with him. 10-5

Wordsworth remained disinterested in the 
theological arguments stirred up by the Tractarians. 
He was hopeful that the alliance of Church and State 
would be proved valid. Two of the Tractarians, John 
Keble and Richard Hurrell Froude, attempted to clar
ify the relationship of Church and State. In 1835 * 103

c. _  m ??wden’ P: 1°1- Faber’s journal was called oigats and thoughts in Foreign Churches and Among foreign Peoples. --------- “ ------- -
Ip 2-,, ., Edith Batho, The Later Wordsworth (Cambridge :_ University Press, 1933), p. 30 U  Faber’s conversion took place in 1845.

103Bowden, p .  234. Ronald Chapman, 
gaber (Westminster: Newman Press, 1961), pp 
gives a detailed account of this event.

Father 
. 93-116 I



Keble reasoned the need in this way:
One supposes it one duty of the to protect and cherish Lme p S i J  11 governor means among raanv fn-n 1 eliSion» as one
in his do^nions- the °tHing P6aCe 8111(3 orde^ 
there can be Ini'one ChSreh-ltte^L^1" « ^  system ordained by Our Lord before M  gr?at sion into Heaven, to which allf?h! U fscen- are made»-a«simi „f ?? 11 the Pr°mises
land their U g f m i ^ ^ L f  namely to be nursing fathers to training them up to her nrl n,lo-|h children, 
her ordinances bring in - and bying them «1 th her! ? .^log tor' *** keeP‘

In h U  Plea for hational peace and order, Keble 
reflects a favorite Wordsworthian theme. The 
second aspect of Keble's theory, that there be
one Church to lead the nation, „as most important 
in Wordsworth’s mind.

There was apparently little doubt in Words
worth's mind that the Tractarians would provethe 
Catholicity Of the Established Church. This aspect 
of the movement had attracted him to Faber and had 
made him sound much like Coleridge.105 Blohar,d

ism and of Protestantism a« Qf,1wlmPvety of protestant- that the Church of England 1 UCh£ py°u IJlust remember Bowden, p. 191 3 not Pr°testant. *' See
is the’list reiic Of oufnaWW o L i ? t 18»2:g "The °hUrohtion of Church S e e «2nstitu-



US
Hurrell Proude, an active Tractarian until his death 
in 1836, was much like Faber. In 1835 Proude wrote, 
"We are Catholics without the Popery, and Church-of- 
England men without the Protestantism. "106 Words- 
worth recognized the problem involved in proving 
that statement. T0 un-Protestantize the Church of 
England without Eomanl2ing it meant bypaS3ing the
Protestant Revolt and ignoring the fact that the 
Establishment of the Church of England was documen
ted. Wordsworth seemed certain, however, that the 
scholars of Oxford would establish Church-of-England 
roots in the antiquity of Christianity. In a note 
attached to a lengthy poem, "Muslngs Near Aquapen- 
dente, " which was part of "Memorials of a Tour of 
Italy, 1837," the poet wrote:

It would be ungenerous not to advert to the 
religious movement that, since the composi
ti?? ?f,îhese verses in 1837, has made itself felt. . .throughout the English Church: 
— a movement that takes, for its first prin- ciple a devout reference to the voice of 
nristian antiquity. It is not my office to 

pass judgment on questions of theological
?yt>OWn rePuSnance to the spirit and system of Romanism has been so repeatedly

106____ _ ,r Basil^Willey, Nineteenth Centurv Background (London: Chatto and dindus• 19ii9 ) nnof 1 nrr~ Proude's Remains (1838), I, ^  * ’ qU°ting



be

J"!' 1 trust feelingly expressed, that I shall not be suspected of a leaning that way if I do
haosji°nnt£n ih8,gr?ve thrown^out, per-naps in the heat of controversy, against th<*
learned and pious to Whose labours°I allude.107

Wordsworth, however, eventually became bitterly 
disappointed in the Tractarian movement. Rather than 
answering the questions raised over establishment, 
the movement had drawn many to Roman Catholicism.
In 1814.5 Wordsworth wrote that he was too tired to
express his regret that he had ever uttered a word 
in favor of Puseyism.^ In these last few yeapg
of his life, Wordsworth seemed to be quite orthodox.
He prayed from the Book of Common Prayer, occasionally 
received the Sacrament, and indulged in earnest, 
tempetuous conversation concerning church affairs. 109

907
107Com£lete Poetical Works, ed. Hutchinson,

AdP R 'flagon on Books and Their Writers II
facility of y??" he dld not -tain L e  S8ton a n  syidL."hÎ 2 Î ^  disposition and seeing things

109Ibid.. 68l.



CHAPTER II

WORDSWORTH AND THE DISSENTERS

As we have seen, by 1820 Wordsworth had 
strengthened his relationship with the Established 
ohurch, He began to think of it as an institution 
whose welfare was essential to the well-being of 
the state. 1 Because of this, he became a reluctant 
witness to the growth of Dissent and eventually 
viewed with alarm the struggles of dissenters to 
gain religious, social, and political freedom. 
Wordsworth's opposition to other religions arose 
not so much from a disagreement about doctrine, 
as from political principles. As John K0ble 
pointed out, the Established Church lay in the 
hands of civil authority.^ it was ^  arrangement

u l l ?1 a lengthy letter to C, J. Blomfield, 3ishop of London, Wordsworth calls the catechism of 
the dissenters "politically dangerous," and tries 
to show how Catholicism is ambitious but anti- 
progressive. See Letters, Later Years, I, 358; II,
1 03®

2 "Assize Sermon, Tract One," Bnglish Historical Documents, ed. George M. Young, XII, 339-31+0.

hi



almost two and a half centuries old» and one that 
Wordsworth did not want changed® To him Dissenters 
were innovators expecting the Established Church to 
fall, and he became one of the first to associate 
Dissent with danger.3

The major groups of ^issent in England 
during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries were t he Unitarians, the Methodists, the 
Quakers, the Baptists, the Congregationalists, and 
the Presbyterians.^ Most of these had sprung up 
either because the Church of England had lapsed into 
lethargy or because the Thirty-Nine Articles of 1563 
had permitted such broad interpretation that schism 
sprouted within the Church.3 But even though Dissent

^George Macaulay 'Trevelyan, Lord Grey of the 
Reform Bill, p. 289. See Wordsworth's Letters, later 
Years, I, 33, 59; Coleridge, Constitution of Church and State, p. 382; "Mr. Mi all on Disestablishment,11 
Edinburgh Review, CXXXV (1872), 366-393; John Henry 
Overton, The Anglican Revival (London; Blackie and 
Son, Ltd., 1897), p. 13.

^•Cowherd, p. 15» The Unitarian beliefs date 
back to 151+8, although the name Unitarian did not 
come into use until 1682. The Methodist movement 
began in 1739 within the Church of England and had 
become a separate religion by 1797. The Quakers 
were founded by George Fox in 161+8. The Presbyter
ians were originally Calvinists who opposed Catholic 
elements in the worship of the Established Church. 
Hoping to replace the bishops with presbyters, they 
founded their own church in 161+3. The Congregation- 
alls ts were founded by Robert Browne in 1581. Their 
aim was to a chieve complete autonomy for each parish. 
See John A. Hardon, Religions of_the World (West
minster: Newman Press, 1963)» pp."T+l+0-i+50.

^Cornish, p. 5»



was frowned upon by many, still others realized that 
toleration was immenent and accepted the fact. There 
were others who openly opposed leniency for Dissenters 
on the grounds that every act of relief given them 
meant a weakening in the economic and political 
stronghold of the Established Church.^

Wordsworth's earliest defense of the Estab
lished Church came at a time when he was not an 
active member, Henry Crabb Robinson and Wordsworth's 
acquaintances noticed the discrepancy between the 
poet's words and actions, Robinson, himself a Uni
tarian, recorded the following:

Wordsworth defended earnestly the Church Es
tablishment. He said he would shed his blood 
for it. Nor was he disconcerted by a laugh 
raised against him on account of his having 
before confessed that he knew not when he had 
been in a church in his own country, 'All 
our ministers are so vile,* said he.'

Apparently, Wordsworth saw nothing peculiar about 
his religious observances in 1812. At that time 
his practice was much like that depicted in the 
Excursion. It lacked a system of outlined beliefs

^A pamphlet typical of the anti-dissent 
group can be found in English Historical Documents, 
ed. A. Aspinall and E. Anthony Smith (London: Eyre 
and Spottiswoode, 1959), XI, 659-661.

7Robinson, Diaries, Reminiscences, and Correspondence, I, 250.
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but did not interfere with beliefs taught in the 
Articles of Religion or with prayers suggested for 
use in the Book of Common Prayer»® Perhaps because 
hi3 own beliefs were not settled, Wordsworth did 
not denounce the dissenters for their doctrinal 
differences so much as he might have*

One of the Dissenting religions, Unitarian- 
ism, might have appealed to Wordsworth in his college 
years, for its doctrines were based on reason.9 
Claiming to use the Bible as their sole rule of faith, 
Unitarians had rejected much of the doctrine of the 
Apostles’ Creed, the ^icene Creed, and the Athanasian 
Creed. 10 They rejected the divinity of Christ and 
the doctrine of Redemption; they denied the necessity 
of grace, the doctrine of original sin, the existence 
of an eternal hell, and resurrection of the body. 11 
The most important tenet of their faith was the 
denial of the Trinity, for which they were penalized 
long after other dissenting bodies were given some 
degree of toleration.^

^Konrad Algermissen, Christian Denominations. trans. Joseph Uunder (St. Louis; B. Herder, 19k5), p. 819.
10Ibld.

11Ibid.

Not until 1813 was it considered legal to 
impugn the doctrine of the Trinity. Until that date 
Unitarians could not retain possession of a chapel.
In I8I4I4. the Uisgenters Chapels Act gave them full freedom to practice their religion.



Wordsworth probably became acquainted with 
Unitarianism through Coleridge and later on through 
his friend Henry Crabb Robinson. Wordsworth's ob
jections to Unitarianism were first recorded in 1812 
and perhaps strangely enough, were not based upon 
doctrinal differences. Robinson recorded the poet's 
comments:

We talked of Unitarians, etc. Wordsworth said 
he could not feel with the Unitarians in any 
way. Their religion allows no room for imagina
tion, and satisfied none of the cravings of the 
soul. *1 feel more sympathy with the orthodox 
believer who needs a redeemer and who, sensible of his own demerits, flies for refuge to Him 
(though perhaps I do not want one for myself) 
than with the cold and rational notions of a 
Unitarian.'13

At the time Wordsworth spoke to Robinson
about Unitarianism, the poet evidently was not
certain about his own concepts of Christ and the
Redemption. He was working on the poem The Recluse.
which eventually was to be part of ‘Ehe Excursion,
and Wordsworth sensed that the humane, emotional,
and stoical religion extolled in it would not be
pleasing to Unitarians;

One of the main objects of the Recluse is to 
reduce the calculating understanding to its 
proper level among the human faculties. . . •
My book must be disliked by Unitarians as 
their religion rests entirely on that basis 
and. . . is no religion at all; but. . . I

^Robinson, Diaries. Reminiscences, and Correspondence, I, 250.
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wont /~3ic7 say what.l^

In beliefs, however, Wordsworth came extremely close 
to Unitarian doctrine in the early 1800’s. He ad
mitted that he felt no need of a Redeemer, and for 
many years his religion lay outside a distinct and 
firm belief in Christ.15 Nevertheless, he quarreled 
until the end of his life with Unitarians who knew 
their doctrine and upheld it. ^e did not realize 
that, outside the method of coming to religious con
victions through rational processes, his own beliefs 
were not much different from theirs. Robinson came 
to the conclusion that Wordsworth was ignorant of 
non-conformity and commented in his diary that the
poet might change his mind about it were he to study 
it. 16

Another group of dissenters whom Wordsworth 
looked upon with disapproval weret he Methodists. 
Unlike the Unitarians, the Methodists believed

^ Letters, Middle Years. II, 6l8.

■^See Kdith Batho, 1'he Hater Wordsworth.
PP* 235» 251-252; Willard Sperry, Wordsworth: Cen
tenary Studies, pp. 153-163; Lionel"Trilling, ---The Kenyon Review, XII, i+78—Lj.80.

"’̂ Robinson, Diaries. Reminiscences, and Correspondence, H, 333. Wordsworth was opposed to the 
Dissenters Chapels Act im 181*1*, which permitted them 
to hold property and to build chapels.



Christ to be the eternal, the supreme God. Because 
they had begun as a ‘society within the parent church, 
the Methodists retained much of the doctrine of the 
Established Church. They retained the Sacraments of 
the Lord's Supper and Baptism, stressed personal • 
sanctity and the need to engage in good works, and 
rejected the doctrine of total depravity and the 
doctrine of predestination.17

Wesley had made good use of the influence of 
the "school of sensibility." He emphasized the 
personal religious experience in preference to 
theological learning. Wesley substituted enthusiasm 
for theology, He gave no body of doctrine to his 
followers and claimed to follow a tolerant policy;
"To all opinions which do not strike at the root of 
Christianity, we think and let think. " 18 Wesley's 
emphasis on individual regeneration and his emotional 
approach to religious experience indirectly influenced 
Wordsworth,1£̂ although the poet consistently expressed 
his antipathy for the men who had promulgated the sep
aration from the established Church. The Ecclesiastical
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^Maximin piette, John Wesley in the Evolution 
2±. Protestantism, trans. J. B. Howard TNew York : Sheed 
and Sard, 1937), pp. 1+31+-1+1+5, 1+21+.

18John .Wesley, Journals, cited in John Wesley.CNeW York: Uxford Univ^rsity“K*ës s,ed. Albert Outler 1964), p. 92.
19^. Frederick C. Gill, -̂-he Homan tic Movementand Methodism (London: Epwo rth Press, 1937TT p. l6l*.



Sonnets show his dislike of schism, and although he 
does not mention Methodism specifically in the Sonnets, 
he probably disapproved of it. The Methodists were 
victims of derision for many years by the time Words
worth finally mentions them specifically in a letter 
to Gladstone in 1838:

You advert to the formal and open schism of 
Methodism, but was not that of Disney and 
of others to which Cowper adverts, in some 
respects of more importance? Not as relates two or three, . , who seceded and became 
preachers. . . but from its leading the way of so great a number. . . into Unitarianism.20

Wordsworth may not have realized that the Methodists,
because of their permissive theology, eventually
split into numerous denominations, including the
Unitarian Methodists, If Wordsworth knew about
this group, he left no written account of his
reactions•

Of other Dissenting churches, Wordsworth 
says nothing. The Quakers were a quiet, gentle 20 *

51+

20Letters, Later Years. II, 918, The letter 
refers to a controversy that had risen in 1770 over 
subscription to the Articles of Religion. Disney 
seceded from the Church of England, taking with him 
other educated men who were anti-Trinitarian. The 
group included Theophilus Linsey, Gilbert Wakefield, 
Edward Evanson, and John Jebb, The loss of educated 
clergymen concerned Wordsworth. See the Introduction to the Excursion and the Postscript to the 1835 edition of his poetry.



group and were thought harmless. The Presbyterians 
held no doctrine which would be unacceptable to the 
Established Church, but they wanted their governing 
independent.21 Their original break with the Church 
of England in 16^3 had given them some assurance that 
Catholic elements would have no chance of breaking 
into their ranks.

Wordsworth had missed the earlier struggles 
of the ^issenters in gaining the right to worship 
in their own churches, to marry in the presence of 
their own ministers, to have their children baptized 
in their churches, and to bury their dead in their 
own cemeteries.22 Nor did he realize the hardships 
many experienced because of their limited educational 
and professional opportunities. Wordsworth himself 
had subscribed to the Articles before earning his

55

21Henry Offiey Wakeman, The Church and the Puritans, 1570-1660 (2nd ed.; London! Longmans,
Green, and ^o,, T590), pp. J|6-i|7. 22

22The Toleration Act of 1689 gave Dissenters 
freedom to worship, but Catholics and Unitarians were 
not included. The Test and Corporation Acts were in 
effect until 1828. The Marriage Act of 1836 permitted 
dissenters to marry in the presence of t heir own min
isters. There were numerous detailed regulations 
concerning franchise which took years to eliminate.
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degree at Cambridge, but he did so with no prick of 
his conscience. He probably did not realize that 
many conscientious dissenters could not subscribe 
for the sake of expediency. 2 3

The crux of the problem of Dissension lay 
in the political aspects. The Established Church 
enjoyed its privileged status at the hands of the 
government which appointed its hierarchy and assured 
its clergy of their authority. But once the dissenters 
had united in order to pressure Parliament into grant
ing relief to them, members of the Church of England 
began to realize that their Established Church was 
really only one of many in England and that its 
privileged position was being challenged^

Wordsworth responded to Dissenters» claims 
in much the same way that conservatives in politics 
and clergymen of the High Church reacted.25 He

23u,, r, "Thomas B. Macaulay wrote in 1832: "The W b u r c *  service has both Low Church and Broad Church members present. The Presbyterians and d
minister* mind h ear in 8 Established Church
fi, discourse, but the Unitarians alone soto their own chapels." The Life and Lett 
Lord Macaulay, ed. G. Otto 7Wew Yor F
Harper and Brothers, 1878). I p<), 7?,
Law Mathieson, England in Transition iT.nnHnn^"1 
Longmans, Green7and C0., 1920), pp".~ 235-236^

of the ^

Cowherd i^er Years, II, 260. See also
2 5 9 .erd* PP* 1 5 " 3 5 ; Henriques, pp. 136-17 ,̂ 206-
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reverted to the centuries-old theory, that depriva
tion of civil rights would eventually induce non- 
conformers to "go over" to the Established Church, 
where he thought they belonged if England were to 
remain stable. The trend toward liberalism in the 
nineteenth century should have warned him and his 
conservative acquaintances that such proposals 
as that were no longer workable.

We have seen that the Ecclesiastical 
Sonnets portrayed the life of the Church of England. 
In the sonnets Wordsworth*s attitudes toward Dissen
ters are softened. Rather than discussing issues 
which caused schisms in the Church, Wordsworth 
praises the men who helped to dissolve conflicts 
among its members. In the thirty-ninth sonnet 
called "Eminent Reformers," Wordsworth praises 
Richard Hooker, who had quarreled with Dissenters 
in the seventeenth century over the necessity of 
justifying the church establishment.26 Although 
the sonnet does not yield itself to the prosaic 
character of the Ecclesiastical Polity, Wordsworth

^Hooker's Ecclesiastical Polity was an attempt 
to define the justification of the predominance of 
the Established Church. Hooker maintained that the 
constitution of the Established Church rested on an 
implied contract with the State which was founded 
on reason.



avoids altogether the work of Hooker and instead 
praises his buoyancy and lightheartedness as he 
toils in "fields where good men walk." In Part 
Three of the Sonnets, the poet inserts a poem 
called "Clerical Integrity," which is the first 
sign of leniency toward Dissenters. The sonnet 
begins:

Nor shall the eternal roll of praise reject
Those unconforming; . . . .

' (11. 1-2)
In this sonnet the poet is sympathetic toward 
Dissenters. They are victims of their own "self- 
deceiving wit," which has led them into "poverty, 
grief, and disrespect." Only because they believe 
their cause is God’s also does the poet find this 
occasion to be tolerant of them.

There are very few references to Dissension 
in the Ecclesiastical Sonnets. This may be traced 
to Wordsworth's desire to show the growth of the 
Church in England; thus he tties to de-emphasize 
the schismatic movements within the Protestant 
ranks. Wordsworth treats them as if they were 
family quarrels which must be kept secret from 
Roman Catholics, who are dissentients not only 
from the Church of England but also from the 
State. The Roman Catholic, according to Wordsworth
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will exult upon seeing divisions within the Church
of England, and he will draw "fresh hope from the 
confusion."27

Wordsworth *s hushed approach in the Sonnets 
differs from that which he used when he saw danger for 
the Establishment. When the last of the penal laws, 
the Test and Corporation Acts, came under fire by 
Unitarian and Roman Catholic groups in the 1820*s,
Wordsxtforth bombarded members of Parliament and 
leading churchmen with pleas opposing repeal of
the Acts.28 Refusing to let the last "relic of I
English nationality" undergo disestablishment, he
threatened to leave the country when the Reform
Bill, which was to deal with the establishment,
faced certain passage.29 When Dissenters agitated
for the last of the privileges, freedom from sub- 
----------- ------------------ _____
_ _ _ . 2?of aLL non-conforming groups, only Roman Catholics were separately categorized in English 
iaw*. Catholics were political as well as religious enemies, and nearly all of the penal laws in the 
seventeenth century were aimed at them. See English 
-l^iorical Documents. 1660-1714. ed. Andrew Browning, pp. 375-409. ---------



scription in order to earn degrees from the univer
sities, Wordsworth opposed that also.3° Robinson 
complained in 1839 that Wordsworth talked incessantly 
about the Church question.31 He quarreled with 
Robinson about the Dissenters' Chapels Bill, which 
was meaningful to Robinson whose religion would bene
fit most by it. "Wordsworth is violent against the 
bill, as his brother tells him, but is quite unin
formed," wrote Robinson.32

Wordsworth had seen many changes in the first 
half of the nineteenth century. He had found that 
giving religious toleration to Dissenters was an 
alarming experience. Believing the theory that 
leniency vould destroy the "poor Church and people 
of England," he had clung stubbornly to seventeenth 3
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3 ̂ Christopher Wordsworth, Memoirs of William 
Wordsworth (London: Moxon, 185D, II, 2bh,-2L̂ ~, See 
Robinson an Books and Their Writers, II, 531.

31-Robins on, Diaries, Reminiscences, and Correspondence, II, 571.
32Roblnson on Books and Their Writers, II,

614-1+ • The Influence of Christopher Wordsworth on the 
poet's attitudes toward non-conformity cannot be 
measured accurately. Robinson's comment indicates 
that Wordsworth must have quoted Ws brother fre
quently, much to Robinson's disgust. Eight years 
before this, Robinson had contributed to a fund 
solicited in order to build an Established church. 
Robinson gave reluctantly at Wordsworth's request, 
but he considered Wordsworth's concern for the Church 
to be motivated by pride. See Books and Their Writers, II, 1490.



61
century attitudes toward toleration.33 Two of his 
close friends commented on Wordsworth's tendency 
to hold obstinately to his own opinion. Leigh 
Hunt once made this judgment: "He sat dealing 
forth his eloquent but hardly catholic judgments.
In his 'father’s house there were not many man
sions.' "3^ Robinson, who knew the poet probably 
better than anyone else outside the family, made 
this observation:

He has a habit of opposing to everything that 
is said— a something not the same--and there
fore what is not his own he does not like-- 
as if there were not an infinity of relations 
as well as modes of viewing things and as if 
all in their place and way might not be true. 
This is the greatest defect in Wordsworth s 
great mind; that it begins to ossify: he is 
beset by fixed ideas, he does not retain the 
facility of shifting his position and seeing things on all sides.33

With his preferences and prejudices firmly 
established, Wordsworth was not likely to change 
his ways or to alter his opinions in his late years. 
We have seen that his devotion to the Established 
Church sprang not so much from its teachings or

^ Letters. Later Years, I, 291.
^Leigh Hunt, Autobiogr aphy of Leigh Hunt 

With Reminiscences of Friends and Contemporaries 
(New York: Harper and Brothers, l85o), II, 165.

33R0binson on Books and Their Writers. II,563.
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from a love of its Book of Prayer as it did from a 
love of its national establishment. Having main
tained that Dissension spelled danger to the estab
lishment, Wordsworth stood firmly opposed to Dissent. 
Hxs inability to understand other points of view 
concerning religion was merely one aspect of his 
unwillingness to accept change. Other men approved of 
the relief given to ^issenters and looked upon the 
penal laws as "absurd restrictions" and "reliques 
of the old system of intolerance."36 But Words
worth’s personal life had been filled with sorrows, 
most of them caused by change. He grieved over 
Dorothy’s mental illness, over Dora’s death in I8I4.7, 
over the loss of many friends through the years. 37 
He feared the loss of his poetic power and the loss 
of his sight. in his last years he realized that 
the established Church had lost much of its prestige, 
and for this he blamed those outside the Church, the 
dissenters and Roman Catholics. These were the inno-

^Creorge Otto Trevelyan, 99.
-^Letters, Later Years. II, 734, 742, 797. 

Ilk mention Dorothy’s illness. See n. 29, p. 59 of 
iij1? Jfper* Wordsworth's poor vision is mentionedYears, II, 727, and frequently 
in mentions the loss of acquaintancesin death in Letters. Later Years. II, 727-728.



vators and the change-makers who had, in his think
ing, destroyed much of the glory of "Old England."38
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i'Qiiers• Later Years. II. 7n^ a ^

« o ^ b' c f e rlork. Columbia University Press, 196(577 p. ¿58.



CHAPTER I I I

THE PRESSING ENEMY; ROMAN CATHOLICISM

Although Wordsworth leaves no evidence that 
he had learned in childhood to distrust Homan 
Catholicism, he was certainly exposed to anti- 
Catholic writings during his years at Cambridge 
university,! and as he grew older, his anti- 
Catholic sentiments intensified.2 We have already 
seen two interrelated reasons for this. First, 
Wordsworth had become increasingly conservativi
in politics as years passed; and, secondly, he

Wordsworth"«^ Y ? ? ™ ÜÛL of William 3 897) r> -IPA h n * P* Dutton and Co.,THc.'. “
a n i ï - ^ r i  s ^ n g s  S ? 3rh ? ï a b M ? S Î l n S O n  thi
w h ich  gram m ar s c h o o l  b o y s ” a im e d ° a t  non the r l d i c u l e S e e  D ia r y , p p .  J d l  ecl a t  n o n - c c n fo r m e r s .

¿ o n n e t s  s S o w X r L ^ o r ï h i o ^ e ^  ' a b o f t f ^ r f ^ f 0-5 1

of the Univefsitv J h r£?i':L°V'lnf :- Dysr, History 
T51ÇTF T T T S T t I?2 fSf 25 f r i d g e  ( L ondon:
« * ! & .  isilOJj J.' S l w f g l f f s2| j p  Holy ‘War (Cam- 
Of England ir.nnrfnn ~  S Ugnerai Coronide
psÉgM â^ag ^ r v ü B a g a -
l E S S é  1605 I; ^Jeremy T l y Î o ^ ' ^ ^ Ê ^ ^

Britain ̂ London
^ 7  fondness

6 k
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began to show much more interest in the Established 
Church than before. As the issue of disestablish
ment arose, and as Catholics demanded more freedom,3 
Wordsworth joined the prophets of "Church in dangeri" 
and involved himself in heated disputes over the 
issue of Church and State.

The earliest mention of his anti-Catholic
sentiment appeared in a letter dated December 3,
1808, just before the Convention of Cintra. T0
Francis Wrangham the poet wrote:

I do not go along with you in your sentiments 
respecting the Catholic question. I confess 
I am not prepared to see the Catholic religion 
as the Established Church of Ireland; and how 
that can be consistently refused to them, if 
other things are granted on the plea of their 
being the majority, I do not see*. Certalnlv 
this demand would follow, and how would it be answered?M-

Wordsworth asked a similar question the following 
April.3' He could not understand why the Catholic

3The Catholic Relief Act of 1791 gave Catholics the liberty to worship in their chapels, but 
withheld their right to be legally married there, to 
be baptized, or to hold burial services. Catholics 
in the army or navy were required to attend services 
of the Established Church. Catholics could neither 
vote nor hold Parliamentary office, nor could they 
have schools. See Eng1ish Historical Documents, 
1660-1711)., ed. Andrew Browning, VIII, 375-395, and 
Vol. X, ed. D. B. Horn and Mary Eansome, kOk-kOb.
338-393.

^Letters, Middle Years, I, 250-251.
5Ibi_d., 291. The Irish Catholic Relief Act of 1793 enfranchised forty shilling holders, but prevented Catholics from holding Parliamentary office.
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majority of Ireland should be free from penal laws. 
The underlying fear that Catholic Emancipation would 
lead to disestablishment of the Church in Ireland 
brought forth these protests from Wordsworth. What 
apparently did not occur to him was that Irish 
Catholics were desperately trying to improve their 
economic conditions, which were indeed miserable, 
and that their opposition to the Established Church 
in Ireland was based chiefly on the burdensome tithe- 
ing system which supported the Church. 6 i>o call

&In 1801 the Parliaments of Ireland and England voted to unite the two countries. Among the articles 
in the Act of Union was one which stated that the 
Church of England would unite with an established 
Church of Ireland. The two were to called the United 
Church of England and Ireland. The Article called 
for the "continuance and preservation" of the Church, since it had been "taken on as an essential part of 
the Union." Since Ireland was represented In the 
new Parliament by only one hundred commoners and 
twenty-eight lords, its voice was fairly weak. Irish 
Catholics were at the mercy of the Parliament.
The titheing system was particularly vexatious to 
Catholics who shared in these years the burden of 
a poor economy. England paid no attention to the 
troubled economy of Ireland and continued to demand 
payment of tithes. Henriques estimates that of the 
2,!;36 parishes of the Established Church in Ireland, 
three-fifths had no minister in residence.
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Catholic emancipation a "mere pretext of ambitious 
and discontented men,"7 as Wordsworth did, certainly 
revealed a lack of insight. The tithes of Ireland 
fell only upon the tilled land, which for the most 
part was held by tenants. 8 Catholics were affected 
by this, since they were still barred from earning 
their living in more lucrative ways. 7 8 9

England, as well as Ireland, faced a "Catholic 
problem" too. There the Catholic population was a 
majority; in England Catholics were greatly out
numbered. In both countries the clamor arose for 
emancipation. Between 1791 and 1829 Catholics saw 
that only by persistently reminding Parliament of 
the remaining injustices done them could they ever 
hope to have them removed. 10

7Letters. Middle Years. I, 429.
i

8George O’Brien, The Economic History of Ire- 
iiSi tjifir. 1811 ̂-ori to the Famine (London: LongmansGreen, and^., 192177 p. 4937

^kid.» PP- 502-506. O’Brien blames the Bank of Ireland for much of the difficulty in Catholic 
economic growth. It used its monopoly to impede 
Catholic merciiants . Catuolics were slowly improving 
their conditions, however, by buying old leases and 
raising livestock. Grazing lands escaped the tithes.

^Daniel O. Madden ied.), The Speeches of the 
Honourable Henry Grattan (Dublin: James DuffyT“ 185a), p. .>78. Grattan pointed out that one-tenth 

of the riches of three million people went to nine 
hundred clergyman. Irritated by suggestions from 
the House of Lords that the Catholic question be put 
aside for study, Grattan reminded his peers that 
twelve petitions and a half century’s time was long 
enough time for study. See pp. 127, 378.



Wordsworth joined conservative forces in the 
church-state struggle. He thought the Irish to be 
savages who persecuted the civilized Protestant 
gentry, and he blamed the Catholic priests for 
causing the miserable conditions in Ireland. His 
attitude was shared by the main body of the English 
clergy, who held firmly to the conviction that es
tablishment was necessary in both Ireland and in 
England. The fifth Article in the Act of Union 
stated: "The Church of Ireland Is made one with
that of England, and the United Church is made the 
established church forever."12 within thirty years 
of that presumptuous statement, the Roman Catholics, 
with the help of the Presbyterians, began to attack 
the establishment. Before they could accomplish
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Letters, Middle Years, I, 386. According to Sir Charles Russell^ it" was common for Englishmen to 
visit Ireland in order to see conditions for them
selves. They were lavishly entertained in the homes 
of the gentry, who exaggerated the rumors that savagery 
and vulgarity were the major characteristics of the' 
less fortunate Irish Catholics. See the Parnell 
Commission: The Opening Speech for the Defense 
(3rd ed.; London: Macmillan, 1889), p. ^¡iMadden, p.

English Historical Documents. XI, 201.12
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that, however, they realized that they would have to 
have a voice in the government. It was this issue 
on which Wordsworth became vocal. He feared the 
worst from liberal members of Parliament more than 
he feared the evangelicals, who by 1812 enjoyed 
considerable influence.13 He was especially con
cerned with the fihurch in Ireland, since its estab
lishment was in more danger of crumbling than was 
the one in England.^

By 1820 Catholic Emancipation had become a 
major issue. Wordsworth, who had kept his comments 
about Catholicism for the most part within the circle 
oi inlands and family, decided that he could help the 
cause of the üstablished Church in verse. As we have 
seen, the Ecclesiastlcal Sketches were composed. Tn 
the Preface, Wordsworth wrote: nThe Catholic question 
wnich was agitated in Parliament about that time, kept 
my thought in the same course; and it struck me that

1Robinson on Books and Their Writers. T, 83. ihe well-known evangelicals and iaiDortsnt m™hor>e

^Robinson says that Wordsworth spoke eloque ly and tautologically on the subject of the Church i
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certain points in the Ecclesiastical history of our 
country might . . .  be presented to view in verse. 
Since he could not ignore the presence of Roman 
Catholicism in English history, he included a section 
on Catholicism in Part Two.

The view of Catholicism in the Ecclesiastical
is typical of Protestant attitudes in the 

early nineteenth century.16 Verbal attacks on the 
Papacy were frequent and accusations of superstition 
were common. Wordsworth pictures the Catholic Church 
as the "proud Arbitress of grace," whose mandates 
strike fear into the hearts of the faithful. The 
faithful suffer from "fancies" which come into their 
"pensive hearts ill fortified," and their souls 
"benumb and comfortless," despair.

During the 1820's especially, much was said 
about the influence of the Catholic clergy upon the 
faithful. The consensus among Protestants was that 
Roman Catholicism consisted of "the spiritual suprem
acy of the few and the servile condition of the many, 
maintained by keeping the people always ignorant and

^ Complete Poetical Works, ed. Hutchinson, n.920.

u. I. T. Machin, "The Catholic Emancipation 
Crisis of 1825»" The English Historical Review, LXXVIII (1963), 1+58.
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amused.”17 Wordsworth enjoyed discussing "priest
craft" with his friends. In a letter to Walter 
Savage Landor he once wrote:

What would I not give for a few hours talk with you upon Republics, Kings, and Priests, and 
priestcraft. This last I abhor; but why spend our time declaiming against it. Better en
deavor to improve priests, whom one cannot and 
ought not therefore to endeavor to do without.
We have far more to dread from those who would 
endeavor to expel not only organised religion, but all religion from society.18

Although clearer minds than Wordsworth’s had begun 
to prevail, it was considered smart in his time to 
have contempt for "papist superstitution." This seems 
to have been a common characteristic of the Words
worth circle. Sir Walter Scott in 1825 referred to 
Catholicism as a "helpless sort of superstition with 
its saints days and the influence of its ignorant 
bigoted priesthood."19 Robert Southey’s intolerance 
was well known. Opposed to everything Catholic, 
he x*as amused by a Corpus Christ! procession he had 
seen in Lisbon, calling it a "raree-show." He was 
almost violently opposed to Catholic suffrage, to 17 * 19

17Aubrey de Vere, A Memoir Based on His Un- 
published Diaries and Correspondence. ed. Wilfred Ward (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1904), pp.

Letters, Later Years. I, 166. This letter 
was written after Landor had sent his Imaginary Con- 
3̂ X si*tlpns to Wordsworth. In a conversation between 
Washington and Franklin, Irish affairs are discussed 
ant the suggestion is made that emancipation was in 
order. See Imaginary Conversations, ed. John Forster 
(Boston: Fields, Osgood and Go., 1869), V, 348.

19J. G. Lockhart (ed.), Memoirs of Sir Walter 
Scott (London: Macmillan Co., 1900), IV, 315; V, 240.
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the right of Catholics to possess property, and 
to the priesthood.2-* Probably the most vehement 
and imaginative of Wordsworth* s anti-Catholic 
associates was Samuel Taylor Coleridge, who once 
wrote: "Destroy the Papacy, and help the priests to
wives, and I am not much mistaken if the doctrinal
errors, such as they really are, would not very soon 
pas3 away*"21 ^t another time he commented:

It is common to hear it said, that, if the legal 
disabilities are removed, the Romish Church will 
lose ground in this country. I think the reverse. 
. . . The Romish religion is . . .  so flattering 
to the passion and delusions of men, that it is 
impossible to say how far it would spread^ among
the higher orders of society especially

These friends of Wordsworth undoubtedly 
influenced him, but there were other sources of anti-
Catholic sentiment readily available. Smile Legouis 
says that many of Wordsworth’s diatribes on the Cathol
ic Church are the outpourings of Cambridge philosophy 
and Protestant background.23 But other writers

20 Robins on on Books and The ir Writers. T, 357* 
Southey’s S'ook of the Church brought a retort from 
Charles Butler in his Book of the Roman Catholic Church. 
Southey responded with a protest against emancipation.
By I83O the Edinburgh Review said of Soùthey: "We. . . 
do not very well know what Mr. Southey’s opinion of 
toleration is. But. . .we take it to be this, that he 
everybody is to tolerate him, and that he is to toler
ate nobody. Vol. L, p. 555.

21Coleridge, On the Constitution of the Church 
and State, p. kkk»

22Ibid., p. 269.
23Legouis, p. 126.
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provided Wordsworth with ideas in his later years. 
While composing The White Doe of Rylstone (1807- 
1815), Wordsworth found Whitaker’s Hlatory of Anti- 
■SLaW e g  2? ¿ilS. Deanery of Graven, which held views 
similar to his own. Henry Crabb Robinson recalled 
Wordsworth’s reading aloud from Taylor's Dissuasive 
— ¿o£Qry;.^ There is no evidence that he read 
anything pro-Catholic with approval. He was quick 
to disagree with Landor’s pro-emancipation passage 
in Imaginary flonversationa,2Sand he t e n d e d  Southey 
for an article which had condemned Roman Catholics 
for interfering in church-state legislation. 26 He 
apparently kept himself informed of Parliamentary 
debates, for his criticism of pro-emancipation 
speeches often appears in his letters.27 other than

pondencef l ? ^ " 300’ Sis^ t’ SeSiniscences, and Corres-

2^Letters, Later Years, I, 166. See footnote 
18» page 71 of this paper.

26Letters, Later Years. I, 3I4.3-3I4.I4.
2?In 1821 Wordsworth wrote to Viscount Lowther:

& tissue of glittering declamation fhf r soPtistry. . . .As to the inference that . e, atholics will be quiet when possessed of their object, because they have been patient under their long 
privation, first, we may deny the premises— has not 
every concession been employed as a vantage-ground for

AndV  * 1 2 * * * &» ^  ^ue that they have been patient. Letters. Later Years, I, 31-33.



writing letters and discussing politics, Wordsworth 
did nothing about emancipation until 1825, when he 
participated in an anti-emancipation drive. 28

Wordsworth displays his personal dislike of 
Catholicism frequently, but he limits his material 
to very few aspects of it. Priestcraft, the Pope, 
superstitious beliefs, and secret maneuverings 
against the Established Church--these he repeats 
frequently. As we have seen, these ideas did not 
originate with Wordsworth; they were part of his 
Protestant heritage and surroundings. For example, 
m  Whitaker’s history, Wordsworth found this passage 
on superstition:

7k

In a superstitious age, preaching is nearly superseded by the perpetual recital of forms. In 
enthusiastic periods, the case is exactly reversed. 
Under a temperate and rational establishment of 
religion, like that of the Church, of England, each occupies its proper place.29

According to this, Catholicism fitted the definition 
*LU.PerstAiLlgujL• 'Ffre other non-conformers, especially 

the Methodists, were often accused of being foolishly
pQ

,_ William Law Mattieson, England in Transition
(London: Longman, Green, and Co., 1923), p. 2k7.

L. Whitaker, The History of AntiquitiesDeanery of _Craven (3rd."d.;' L0Hdo~E:"~Leeds,--lo05), cited in Alice Comparetti, The White Doe of 
Rylstone: A Critical Edition (Ithaca: Cornell Univer- sity Press, 1940TTPP. 222-223.
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enthusiastic in their religious services.30 The 
Church of England long before Wordsworth’s time 
had succeeded in an almost desperate attempt to 
destroy anything in the services that hinted of 
the Catholic liturgy, for fear that charges of 
Romanism might be made.

Both the Excursion and the Prelude show 
that Wordsworth was suspicious of ceremony and 
ritual, but the mysteries of Roman Catholic 
worship he found intolerable chiefly because they 
were somehow "foreign.” In the sonnet "Transub- 
stantiation" from the Ecclesiastical Sonnets. 
Wordsworth used emotionally charged words to
describe the Consecration of the Mass:

,he tapers burn; the odorous incense feeds greedy flame; the pompous mass proceeds;
* bestows the appointed consecration;
A^d=v,WhllS the H0ST is ralsed* its elevation An awe and supernatural horror breeds

In closing the sonnet, Wordsworth pays a mild 
tribute to the worshiper who goes "mid woods and 
wilds" to adore the "Invisible, and Him alone,"
and thus escapes from "rites that trample upon soul 
and sense."31

and Superstition,'' |Ua |Ee^tator a o n d o ^ ’c^HoblrtsoA 
Clarendon^Pressf *1950),
siasm, especially among the evangelists.

31
„ lln Compare "Transubstantiation" with the <,nnn«+

n i * “u c h
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‘Two other sonnets strike a similar theme. 

"Revival of Popery" pays tribute to Edward VI, who 
"pierced the Papal darkness from afar." In Sonnet 
XXXIII the "sullen Queen" revives Catholic worship, 
and again Wordsworth laments the secretive and 
awesome offering of the Mass:

Again do they invoke
The Creature, to the Creature glory give;
Again with frankincense the altars smoke
Like those the Heathen served; and mass is sung;
And prayer, man's rational prerogative,
Runs through blind channels of an unknown tongue.

Wordsworth surely must have known that ceremony in
the liturgy had been part of the tradition of the
Established Church. A few of the High Church
ministry had retained some ceremonial and had
stressed the Sacraments.32 This tradition belonged
to men whom Wordsworth admired--Hooker, Andrewes,
Laud, Jeremy Taylor, Ken, and William Law.33 Theirs
was the tradition which the Tractarians wanted to
revive in the 1830’s, and which the Camden Society
supported in the l81|0's. 3

32The Blechely Diary of the Reverend William Cole, 1765-67. and the Liary ~oT John Mvelyn give 
accounts of devout clergymen and laymen of the High Church in the eighteenth century.

33'Batho, p. 2l(.0
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Tores of the sonnets in Part IX concern 

monastic ism, an aspect of Catholicism which Words
worth did not understand and of which he was sus
picious. In Sonnets XVIII, XIX, XX, and XXI, he 
depicts convents and monasteries as breeding places 
of hypocrisy, avarice, spiritual blindness, and 
sensuality.3U jn a lengthy letter to Sir Robert 
Inglis, however, Wordsworth actually suggested that 
Parliament investigate the ’’grosser parts of 
Catholic discipline” in order to discover how much 
spiritual terror and abuse to human nature is done.35 
Included in this discipline are the nunneries, which 
Wordsworth said should not be allowed at all because 
in them nature is counteracted and religion distorted.

Even as late as 181+1, Wordsworth opposed monastic 
institutions, but he objected to them because they 
represented the growth and strength of Catholicism.
In July, 181+1, he complained about the erection of 
of a Trappist monastery: 3 * * * * *

3 Wordsworth borrowed these ideas from Puller'sChurch History and Dyer’s History of Cambridge, vh ichhe had been reading during this time. See Potts,
p. 260.

35Letters, Later Years, I, 213.
36Ibid.



Where ar® these things to stop, is a question 
anyone who has reflected upon the constitution 

Ckurch will naturally put to him- 
with such objects before him, and not 

without some apprehensions of mischief. Per
haps alarm may be needless, but surely it is 
too late for such Institutions to be of much service, in England, at least.37

It is necessary that we distinguish be
tween Wordsworth’s attitude toward the Catholic 
Church and its clergy and the individual worshiper. 
Wordsworth admired piety in people, regardless of 
their religious affiliation. The monk and nun 
*ere probably no exception. Wordsworth did not 
understand the spiritual value of their lives, 
and he thought their sacrifice unnecessary.

With the completion of the Ecclesiastical 
Sonnets, Wordsworth turned again to look at the 
Catholic Church in action in the mid-1820's. Tn 
both Ireland and England, Catholics began to 
realize that Emancipation would be a matter of 
time. Relief in 1813 had failed by four votes; 
other bills failed in 1816, 1819, and in 1821.38 
Catholics continued to agitate for relief, and 
many not of their faith thought that giving in to 
their demands for voting privileges would do more 
to ensurertheir loyalty than would enforcement of 37

U|.0-ll|3.

37
¿letters, Later Years. Ill, IO82-IO83. 

38dalevy, The Liberal AwakeningT pp, 107-108,



the penal laws.39 Wordsworth, however, opposed 
leniency. Tn a letter to James Losh in 1821 he 
presented his reasons!

My reasons. . .are that such concessions will not produce harmony among the Roman Catholic«
ÎïrmorJusSÜ r  they am°ng them who are moatit but of f°r+the ™?asure, care little about th p-w, 4. ? s^eP* first to the overthrow of the Protestant establishment in Ireland, a« 
introductory to a separation of the two countries, their ultimate aim. 1+0 COun

3y 1823 Wordsworth's fears were justified. 
In Ireland, Daniel O'Connell had founded the Irish 
Catholic Association, preparing its rules carefully 
so that it would fall within legal limitations.1+1 
Members contributed a penny each month in order to 
defray expenses. In 1825 the government sought to 
suppress the Association, passed an Act in order to 
stop its activities, only to discover that O'Connell 
had founded another association which would come 
within the law.1+2

•39Henriques, pp. 158-161.
^ Letters, Later Years. I, 58. 
^Machin, pp. 1+61-̂ 61+.
i+2

s o  t h a t  I t  could ho Idlest inga^f or^f o u r t e e n ^ d a y s 8**0
?odl ° r t L nr OTf ^ v 6 r 5 : ‘ 3 ! he l aw* ani  - -  - T a gal
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The Catholic Association had two goals in 

view: to establish an Irish Parliament in Dublin 
and to disestablish the Church of England in Ireland. 
But first it had to test its strength. In 1828 
O’Connell opposed Vesey Fitzgerald for a seat on the 
Board of Trade, a position which a Catholic could not 
hold. O’Connell gave two speeches calling for Catho
lic Emancipation, Repeal of the Union, and Reform of 
the Church establishment. His campaign was successful. 
The next problem was to find a way to take his seat in 
Parliament after he had been elected to it. 43

Wordsworth did not pay much attention to the 
Catholic Association until 1825. In a lengthy letter 
to Lord Lowther he openly criticizes Canning for 
favoring emancipation;

Who can see without emotion things carried on as 
if tue maintenance of Protestant Ascendancy in
I f f l Z L T l u  £bafd?ned? While Opposition is
benSiSal m£ C?thollc Association is eminently n ficial ir canning as positively asserts that

J® 5 P?StT but -why? only because it must impede instead of advancing the views of the Catholics,
abe?ailS Xt>* Consti-tution, and grieves for its misconduct accordingly. . . . That a leading Minister

®b°?id ut^ r th*se regrets and confine himsllf to 
! ifg fhem».does grieve me who am heartily glad tha_ the Romanists have thus prematurely shewn 

taemselves. Glad should I have been to have 
heard from Canning a word of regret upon the 
bearing of the Catholic Association upon the 
protestant interest— and still more have heard 
him acknowledge that the late events had proved he

43Martin Haverty, The History 
(Dublin: James Duffy and Sons, n. d.) of Ireland 

» p. 692»
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had thought too favourably of them--that he 
was becoming suspicious and that if their 
future conduct were not more wise and tem
perate. . . he must giye them up and side with their opponents.44

The letter continues with Wordsworth's usual
comments about the power of the Catholic clergy.
The Catholic Association, he thought, could not
be anything except a false in its claim of being
a voluntary organization freely supported.

Another Tory with whom Wordsworth corres
ponded in 1825 was Sir Robert Inglis, an extremely 
conservative politician.kS Not long after Inglis 
had opposed the third reading of the Catholic Relief 
Bill, Wordsworth wrote to Inglis and summarized his 
views and fears of Roman Catholic freedom in England

^ Letters, Later Years, I, 176-179.
Selincourt described Inglis as uan old- 

fashioned Tory of limited intelligence." See Letters. 
Later Years. I, 208. Wordsworth had chosen a most 
sympathetic correspondent in Inglis, for Inglis had 
opposed most of the legislation for relief. In 
addition to opposing the relief bill in 1825, Inglis 
later opposed Lord Russell's motion for repeal of 
the Test and Corporation Acts in 1828; in 1829 he 
spoke against Catholic relief; in 1831 he opposed 
Parliamentary reform, and in I83I1 he opposed* Jewish 
relief. See Cowherd, p. 85* See also Arthur S. 
Turberville, House of Lords in the Age of Reform: 
178U-1837 (London: Faber and Faber, 1958T.
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and in Ireland, and congratulated Inglis on his 
anti-relief speech. Wordsworth then complained 
about the gains made by Catholicism, and wrote:
"The two religions cannot coexist, in a Country 
free as our's f  sicj upon equal terms. »1:6

The possibility that the Established Church 
might lose its endowment is really the cause of 
Wordsworth'S concern. The strong titheing system 
had become oppressive. Landlords demanded exces
sive rent from their tenants, who in turn had to 
pay the tithes. The Presbyterians resisted in 
the courts, but the Catholics openly resisted 
in their fields.1*7 Many of tbe olerKymen of
the Established Church lived in luxury, serving 
the needs of a small minority. The Irish Catholics 
did not intend to continue supporting an alien 
and hostile Church. Wordsworth noted with alarm
the intensity with which the Catholics continued 
to resist titheing.^ Plnally ln ia36> after
one titheing bill had given some relief and another 
bill included an appropriations clause which placed 
responsibility of tithes upon the landowners, Words
worth in a despondent mood wrote to William Hamilton: 

The great Bully O'Connell stood in my way,

^^Letters. Later Years. I, 209.
^O'Brien, p. 498.
1*8Bobinson on 3ooks and Their Writers. T, ¡,75.
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and the Protestant Established Church of 
Ireland, which I hold as precious as my 
life, seemed to cry out to me, *What 
honour can come from men who are the slaves 
of bigots and traitors bent upon my destruction! »1+9

By that time, Catholic Emancipation had been 
realized and the Church of England had begun to 
examine its own failings. Once the Catholics 
and Dissenters realized that repeated agitation 
alone would get them concessions, they continued 
to fight for them. In the meantime, the Oxford 
Movement came into the spotlight. As we have 
seen, Wordsworth was bitterly disappointed in its 
outcome. Time had not softened his attitude toward 
Catholicism. As late as l8IpL|., he wrote to Glad
stone :

As to Romanism, having lived much in countries 
where it is dominant, and being not unacquain
ted with much of its history, ray horror of it, I 
will not use a milder term, notwithstanding all 
that I love and admire in that Church is great 
indeed. I trust with you that there is small

haBetters, Later Years, II, 771*. This letter is dated almost thirty years after Sydney Smith wrote 
in defense of emancipation: "There can be no more 
than twenty members who were Roman Catholics, in one 
house / Parliament/, and ten in the other, if Catholic 
Emancipation were carried into effect. Do you mean 
that these thirty members would bring in a bill to 
take away the tithes from the Protestant and to pay 
them to the Catholic clergy? . . .  Do you fear for 
your tithes, or your doctrines, or your person, or the 
English Constitution? Every fear, taken separately, 
is so glaringly absurd that no man has the folly or 
the boldness to state it." Peter Plymley's Letters 
(Philadelphia: Carey and Hart, 18^317 P. 1^2. Wordsworth once called Smith a "miserable old man."OeVere, Memoirs, p. 65.
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reason for believing that it will ever supplant
? « . ? ? £ ?  courlcry» but we must ne^?se ~ight of its manifold attractions for the 
two extremes of our artificial society, the 
opulent and luxurious, never trained to vigorous thinking, and who have outlived the power of 
induiging in their excesses, these on one hand; and on the other, the extreme poor, who are

*ang6r of filing under the influence ci its doctrine, pressed upon them by a priesthood so constituted.50 J 41 pxxest
Almost half a century had passed between the 

first and last recorded remarks made by Wordsworth 
about Catholicism, but the themes and tone are the 
same. The *oman Catholic Church seemed to Wordsworth 
to be a foreign power bent on one major goal: to 
disrupt the English way of life and to introduce 
a foreign element into it. Upon examining his 
objections to the Catholic faith, one discovers 
that he opposes those things he does not under
stand. The Latin language seemed to be deliberately 
secretive and hinted of superstition. The strange 
ceremonies reminded him of witchcraft. And the fact 
that the head of Catholicism was in Rome rather than 
in London made him suspicious. He does not seem to 
discuss Catholic doctrine any more than he discussed 
that of the Established Church.

Perhaps the most important clue to his dislike 
and distrust of Catholicism lies in his love of England 
and the institutions which reflect its power. The

Sosetters, Later Years. Ill, 1201.
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Established Church of England, closely related to 
the Crown, demanded more of Wordsworth's patriotism 
than it did of his piety. The Established Church of 
Ireland was the symbol of England's domination over 
Ireland, and Wordsworth did not want to see it robbed 
"of a single guinea."^! The Roman Catholic Church, 
on the other hand, was a competitor, and thus he 
referred to it as his "pressing enemy."

^Robinson _on Books and Their Writers, I, 1|.75*



CHAPTER IV

THE PENSIVE SKEPTIC: WORDSWORTH’S FAITH IN PRACTICE

’"It is not at all easy to wind up an English
man to a dogmatic level," wrote John Henry Cardinal 
Newman in his Apologia. 1 This quotation seems to fit 
Wordsworth, for as one analyzes his prose and poetry, 
he discovers that the poet is not so much concerned 
with truths of theology and dogma as he is with the 
visible institution that represents it. At the same 
time, however, Wordsworth's personal religion is 
highly individualized within the framework of the 
Church of England, which he cherished so much. We 
have seen his defiense of the Established Church, 
heard his protests as other institutions threatened 
the political and social prestige which the Church of 
England enjoyed. But the extent of the influence of 
this Church upon Wordsworth's spiritual life must be 
measured with other influences. One must study his 
attitudes and beliefs and then attempt to judge 
whether or not Wordsworth can claim to be really 
orthodox.

, 1John_Henry Cardinal Newman, Apologia Pro Vita Sua (London: Longmans, Green and C0., 189I), p. 20l|.
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Wordsworth stated one time tnat a good church 
man was one who "respects the institutions of his 
country, lives in conformity with their precepts, 
and does not trouble other people about his opinions, " 2 
As we have seen, Wordsworth certainly respected the 
institutions of his country. He did not have to do 
much in order to live in conformity with the precepts 
of his church, however, for very little was required; 
Communion three or four times yearly, moral sincerity, 
a desire for union with God, self denial, and belief 
in Scripture. There was a wide range of interpreta
tions of the Articles of Religion, Ben Schneider 
pointed out that John ¿ebb, a noted minister of Words
worth's time, looked in vain for a consistent system 
in the Articles.3 But such had been the situation 
for two hundred years. The Established Church had 
held up for its doctrine the contents of the Old 
and New Testaments and "what the catholick fathers 
and bishops had gathered."U

Q
Si ary, Reminiscences and Correspondence o;fHenry Crabb ^obinson, II. [¡.90.
oSchneider, Wordsworth* s Cambridge Education, p • jL2 o# "

„ Pr®re, The English Church in the Reignsof Elizabeth and James I (London: Macmillan and Co., Ltd., 1910), p. iSWT
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When in 1787 Wordsworth matricula ted at Cambridge, 

he could easily subscribe to the Articles of Religion 
with no prick of his conscience. As we have seen, 
he had had some religious and moral training at 
home. Just how acquainted he was with the ¿»ook of 
Prayer can not be determined.

As Wordsworth's college work progressed, he 
soon became acquainted with the works of Newton,
Locke, Paley, Butler, Ciarle, and Hartley.5 These 
writers of the seventeenth and eight eent hpcenturies 
contributed greatly to Wordsworth's religious beliefs.

Certainly a major influence in those still 
formative years was the work of Sir Isaac Newton.
The Qptics and Principia had led many to speculate 
on the nature of matter and mechanism.^ Newton 
thought of Sod as the "intelligent Agent" whose 
"counsel had set the species in order."7 Men who 
studied Newton'w works attempted to apply similar 
logic to the moral world. They reasoned that if

^Ben Schneider includes the following in the required readings at Cambridge: Joseph Butler, Anal
o g  Religion to the Eonstltution and uourse of 
Nature (London, 1735T7 Samuel Clarke, A Discourse Concerning the Being and Attributes of God (1705) ,* 
David Hartley, Observations on Han (17U9)": John 
Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understand! no- (1690): William Paley, Moral Philosophy (1785).

^Stephen, English Thought in the Eighteenth Century, I, pp.

7Isaac Newton, Optics, based on the [¿th ed.(New York: L0ver Publications, Inc., n. d.), pp. ¿02-
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mechanical laws governed the physical world, analo
gous laws governed the moral world.® This reasoning 
was what Wordsworth met, then, when he came to Cam
bridge.

Wordsworth in the Prelude pays a brief tribute
to Newton, whose "intelligent Agent" Wordsworth had
accepted; Newton was described as being

The marble index of a mind for ever
Voyaging through strange seas of Thought, alone.

(Book III, 11. 62-63)
In this same book of the Prelude comes a plea for a 
"primeval grove" away from crowds and even away from 
the university chapel.9 And in 1790 the impact of 
Newton's powerful and unknown Agent was still with 
Wordsworth. Prom the continent he wrote to Dorothy: 
"Among the awful scenes of the Alps, I had not a 
thought of man or a single created being; my whole 
soul was turned to him who produced the terrible 
majesty before me,"l® Thus is Wordsworth’s concept 
of ^od; distant, intelligent, and impersonal.

Another philosopher with whom Wordsworth 
would have to become familiar at Cambridge was Locke. 
Locke's Essay taught that morality is a science simi-

^Stephen, I, pp. 82-90.

'The Prelude, III, 11. i(.20-l|38 passim.
^ Early Letters, p. lj.0.
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lar to geometry, a system deduced from a few simple 
axioms. 11 What Locke did was to dilute the Anglican 
faith into a few simple beliefs. For example, Locke 
taught that Christ and His apostles did not exact 
from anyone a belief in the Athanasian Creed, the 
Thirty-nine Articles, or the Westminster Confession.
All that was necessary was to believe in the Messiah. 12 
Locke's approach to Christianity was rational; that 
which could not be proved through reason should be 
eliminated.

Whatever Wordsworth may have read or believed 
of these tenets, he probably absorbed some of Locke's 
moral philosophy. Locke assumed that Christianity 
was only a promulgation of the moral law that had been 
discovered by Marcus Tully, Solon, and Confucius.1-3 
According to these men, all men may know the "King's 
laws” through reason and are therefore capable of 
making the right choice. Each man is therefore 
under the necessity of doing good.11*

11John Locke, Works (London: Bell and Co.,
1.̂ 67), VI, lij.l-lij.9. Schneider says that candidates 
for degrees at Cambridge were tested on Locke» s Essay.

12Ibid., 157. -
13lbid., 11*1.

^Locke, 1he Second Civil Treatise of Govern
ment, ed. J. W. Gough (Oxford: Basil Blackwell’7 ' 19U81'. Sec. 6, pp. 5, 39.



Locke was the forerunner of the other men 
whose works Wordsworth read at Cambridge. Samuel 
Clarke also approached theology from a rational 
point of view. In his Discourse Clarke formulated 
several beliefs that Wordsworth echoed years later 
in his poetry: morality is intuitive; the Deity 
enjoys supreme goodness, wisdom, and justice; and 
the Deity may be identified with Nature. 15 * * These 
concepts can be found also in Locke’s Works. 1-6 As 
we shall see below, they can be traced best in The 
Excursion.

Two other writers, Joseph Butler and William 
Paley, also helped to build Wordsworth1s early reli
gion on a framework of moral sense. Butler’s Analogy 
pictured God as being a moral governor of tne universe. 
Unlike Clarke, Butler distinguished God from Nature. 
Like Clarke, Butler taught that man’s conscience did 
not depend upon his intellect. Tue sole sanction for 
doing good or evil lay in man's feelings; if he did 
wrong, he felt the punishment automatically, or if he 
did good, he enjoyed the emotional satisfaction of 
being virtuous. These feelings were not the

15Stephen, I, 119-120.
1.6Locke, Works, II, 640-646.
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direct work of God; He and a moral law were not part 
of this sanction.17

Paley's chief work? Evidences of Christianity, 
pictured God as the divine artisan, whose relationship 
to the universe was comparable to that of a watchmaker 
to his watch. The purpose of the Christian religion 
as Paley saw it was to establish the proof of a future 
state of rewards and rules, sanctions but not precepts. 
Morality was nothing more than rules ordered for the 
promotion of public happiness. * 19 Wordsworth rejected 
Paley's concept of the watchmaker, because it was too 
cold and rational, but Paley's idea of a future state 
of rewards and the system of rules for promoting public 
happiness became part of Wordsworth's thinking also.

Threads of these philosophies are woven into
Wordsworth's poetry. Wordsworth as a student must
have been struck by some of the new principles to
which he had been exposed. In the Prelude he wrote:

A feeling that I was not for that hour
Nor for that place. But wherefore be cast down?

•^Stephen, I, pp.
1 ft°William Paley, Works, ed. James Paxton (London: Thomas Tegg, 181$},'IV, 348.
19Ibid., III, 212.
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For (not to speak of Reason and her pure
Reflective acts to fix the moral law
Deep in the conscience, nor of Christian Hope
Bowing her head before her sister Faith
As one far mightier), hither had I come. . . .

(Book III, 11. 81-87) 
Apparently Wordsworth experienced some difficulty 
in approaching problems of morality and theology 
with only the help of reason«

The poet said little about religion between 
1790 and 1795. The Prelude describes his experience 
In discovering the majesty of 0od in creation. Recalling 
the moment of discovery, Wordsworth wrote:

I was los t;Halted without an effort to break through;
But to my conscious soul I now can say—
"I recognize thy glory": in such strength 
Of ursurpation, when the light of sense 
Coes out, butw 1th a flash that has revealed 
The invisible world, . . .
There harbours, whether we be young or old 
Our destiny, our being’s heart and home,
Is with infinitude, and only there. . . .

(Book II, 399-U09)
The consciousness of his soul's infinity 

comes whenever the poet feels the presence of myster
ious powers. The majestic Spirit of whom he speaks 
is not the Ood of the Old or New Testament. Words
worth's familiarity with the Bible provided him with 
a Christian vocabulary whenever he needed or wanted 
it, but in his early poetry the religious themes 
are limited to the sacredness of nature and to the
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awareness of an all pervasive guiding principle.^0
It is not so much a religion as it is a feeling or
sense of an invisible world of which man becomes

PIaware when he is in solitude. It is a sense
Of permanent and universal sway,
And paramount belief; there, recognized 
A type, for finite natures, of the one 
Supreme Existence, the surpassing life 
Which . . .  is 
And hath the name of, G0d.

135, 138)
(The Prelude, Book VI, 11. I3I-

Another one of the earliest references to a
supernatural presence in Nature appears in "Lines 
Written Above Tintern Abbey" (1798)« The presence 
is not defined; only its "acts" are made known to
us. Wordsworth describes it as

A presence that disturbs me with the joy 
Of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime 
Of something far more deeply interfused,
Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns,
And the round ocean and the living air 
And the blue sky, and in the mind of man:
A motion and a spirit, that impels
All thinking things, all objects of all thought,
And rolls through all things.

(Tintern Abbey, 11. 93-102)
It is important to notice that the presence has
the characteristic of transcendence. There is
nothing here that the Articles of Religion can 
find fault with. The concept of God in the poem

fiOfìasil Willey, The Seventeenth Century Back
ground (London: Chatto and Windus, 19^0), pp. 30B-309o

21a . C. Bradley, Oxford Lectures on Poetry 
(London: Macmillan and Co7, Ltd., 1909), pp. 125-11+5.
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is panentheistic, but Wordsworth is still being
orthodox.^2

What Wordsworth seeras to be searching for
during the years 1790 to 1800 was some kind of moral
guide. The French Revolution and the Reign of Terror
had convinced him that man did not rationalize his
way to virtuous conduct. Depressed by the moral
laxity of the 1790's, Wordsworth found himself

Dragging all precepts, judgments, maxims, creeds,
Like culprits to the bar; calling the mind
Suspiciously to establish in plain day
her titles and her honours; now believing
Now disbelieving; endlessly perplexed
With impulse, motive, right and wrong, the ground
Of obligation, what the rule and whence
The sanction; till, demanding formal proof
And seeking it in everything, I lost
All feeling of conviction, and in fine,
Sick, wearied out with contrarities,
Yielded up moral questions in despair.

('The Prelude, Book XI, 11. 292-305)
The first break with the rationalists, then, 

came in about 1795* when Wordsworth returned to Eng
land from France, and having taken up residence in 
Racedown with Dorothy, attempted to find spiritual 
peace. Here he worked on the verse play, The Bor
derers, in which he tried to demonstrate the instinc
tive moral sense in all men. Wordsworth intended to 22

22‘"The first Article of Religion states briefly: 
There is but one living and true God, everlasting, with
out body, parts, or passions; of infinite power, wisdom, 
and goodness; the Maker and Preserver of ail things both visible and invisible.



show that In Nature man could find a moral guide.23 
His hero, Marmaduke, like the Wanderer in the Excur
sion, finds peace, joy, and virtue in the solitude 
of the woods and fields. The "secret spirit of 
humanity" survives H,mid the calm oblivious tenden
cies of nature."

In "Tintern Abbey" the role of Nature is
carefully pointed out. Its work is to be the

anchor of my purest thoughts, the nurse,The guide, the guardian of my heart, and soul Of all my moral being.
(11. 108-110)

Nature's work as guardian includes duties that are 
usually taught from the pulpit:

96

to leadProm joy to joy: for she can so inform us 
The mind that is within us, so impress us 
With quietness and beauty, and so feed 
Lofty thoughts, that neither evil tongues, 
Hash judgments, nor the sneers of selfish men, 
Nor greetings where no kindness is, nor all 
The dreary intercourses of daily life,
Shall e»er prevail against us. . . .

(11. 121+-132)

Wordsworth in'Tintern Abbey" was a long way from 
the Book of Prayer in the passage above. The 
virtues he mentions reflect tte philosophy of 
Joseph Butler's Analogy. The sublime Presence 
elevates one's thoughts, but It makes no sanctions.

23Letters, Middle Years, I, 69-70
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Wordsworth had begun working on several 

poems in the early 1800’s, two of which show un
certainty in his beliefs. One of these is The 
Excursion, which he began to write in 1796, and 
the other, the "Ode on Intimations of Immortality," 
which was published in 1807. The "Ode" is a search 
for permanence. Ihere is a deep concern with

those obstinate questionings Of sense and outward things,
Blank misgivings of a Creature 
Moving about in worlds not realized.

(11. 1U5-1U8)
Concerned with the source of man's filial bond with
the universe, Wordsworth includes this theistic note:

Trailing clouds of glory do we come 
Prom Cod, who is our home. . . .

(11. 614.-65)
Ihere is sorrow in the Cde as the poet faces a changing 
world, a world filled with suffering and pain and one 
in which man is only a "Foster-child." Wordsworth 
seems to be searching for man's place in the universe, 
The world of nature in this poem is truly transitory, 
and the poet concentrates on the concept of heavenly 
pre-existence in order to show man's filial bond or 
primal sympathy," which keeps man from becoming de
pressed. 2l|

York: ... ^Lionel Trilling, The Liberal Imagination (New Viking Press, Inc., 1950), p. li|7
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Lionel Trilling interprets the Ode as a 

transitional poem in Wordsworth's spiritual life. 
Wordsworth shifts his interest from Nature to Man 
in his attempt to show the relationship of man to 
his fellow men in a moral world.2^ This moral world 
Wordsworth's sees is one of difficulty and pain.
It is significant that the Ode comes at a time when 
Wordsworth experienced the loss of his brother. * 26 
With difficulty he accepted this act of God, even 
though the pain of not knowing whether one's 
existence ends at death or continues in a different 
kind of life.27

Luring these years after John's death, Words
worth wrote three poems which are stoic in theme, 
-these are 'The Character of the Happy Warrior," the 
"Ode to Duty," and "The White Doe of Rylstone. " 28

The first of these, written in 1805, is 
"The Lappy Warrior." Wordsworth speaks here of a 
man of many virtues. The warrior is one who "makes

22Ibid. p. 151.
26See Chapter I, 13-U+.
2?Larly Letters, pp. i+1+7-1+8, 1+52.

t-j „ Ja?® Worthington, Wordsworth's Reading of |22§n^Tro£e (New Haven: Yale University P'ress, 19$t),
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his moral being his prime care," and "plays the game 
of life" in order to win "Heaven’s applause." These 
phrases do not help us to understand Wordsworth's 
theology, but the poem does emphasize the need of 
accepting cheerfully many of the difficulties of 
life and of struggling courageously against the 
others.

In ode to Duty" Wordsworth addresses Duty 
as the 'Voice of God, " thus giving the poem a reli
gious overtone that it might not have had otherwise. 
At this time Wordsworth included among his miscel
laneous sonnets two which certainly should not have 
offended the most pious of his readers, Honnet 
XXVI, for example, says:

Of good and pious works Thou art the seed 
That quickens only where Thou say'st it may: 
unless Thou show to us thine own true way 
No man can find it: Father! Thou must lead.

(ll. 5-8)
And in onnet XXV, written also in 1805, Wordsworth 
writes of the "endless peace" which grew when he 
realized the "Heaven-born course which the Soul 
must hold.1'

The last of the stoic poems in this period 
is xhe White Doe of Rylstone." Here is the vocabu
lary of Christianity without the essence of it. 
Chapels, churchyards, priests, liturgy, devotion—
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the long poem is filled with mention of them. The 
reader senses that something religious is happening. 
Wordsworth's heroine, Emily, dutifully submits to 
the injunctions of her brother Francis and remains 
behind while he goes off to battle. She waits 
faithfully, but Francis dies in battle. Emily 
accepts this sorrow bravely. Because of this she 
is undisturbed, knowing that nothing unfortunate 
or evil can happen to her, and that she will some 
day return to God.

Wordsworth's dedication to the "White Doe 
of ^yistone" bears a quotation from Lord Bacon that 
sheds light on Wordsworth's purpose in writing the 
poem:

They that deny a ^od destroy Man's nobility; 
for certainly Man is of kin to the Beast by 
hi3 Body, and if he be not of kin to God by 
his Spirit, he is a base ignoble Creature.
. . .  Man, when he resteth and assureth him
self upon ^ivine protection and favour, 
gathereth force and faith which human Nature in itself could not obtain.29

With this concept of faith and trust in 
Divine Providence, Wordsworth moved into a new 
realm of spirituality. Still emphasizing an 
individual rather than social approach to worship, 
Wordsworth is still distant from High Church practice, 
but he is very much aware of a spiritual love, much

29Wordsworth, Complete Poetical Works, ed. Hutchinson, p. 396.
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like that which he exalts in the Prelude.30 It 
is not a love based on one*s knowledge of His 
Creator, however. ihis love

acts not nor can exist Without imagination, which in truth 
•̂s but another name for absolute power 
And clearest insight, amplitude of mind,And reason in her most exalted mood.

(Prelude. Book XIV, 11. 188-192)
This faculty man has from infancy; it develops, is 
sometimes lost; it rises again and

Lastly, from its progress have we drawn 
Faith in life endless, the sustaining thought Of human Being, Eternity, and ^od.

(Prelude. Book XIV, 11. 196-205)
Even in the last years of his life, Words

worth retained some of the stoicism of the early 
1800's. He apparently did not find it incompatible 
with Christianity, for it permitted a belief in a 
guiding Spirit ana offered an ethical way of life.
In 1830 Wordsworth wrote the following about education:

Positive instruction, even of a religious character is overrated. The education of man, and above all 
of a Christian, is the education of duty, which is 
most forcibly taught by the business and concern of life. . . .31

3°De Selincourt points out that Wordsworth's alterations in the text of the Prelude obscure our" 
knowledge of his spirituald evelopment. Wordsworth 
toned down some passages and changed others to give 
the impression of orthodoxy. See The Prelude, ed.
De Selincourt (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 19'5?T, pp. lxvii1—lxxiv•

31The Poetical Works of william Wordsworth, 
ed. De Selincourt (Oxford: "Cla rendon Press, 19i|0), III,
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Another major poem, The Excursion, presents 

a problem In the study of Wordsworth's religion for 
the same reasons that the delude does. First, 
Wordsworth composed it during a period of eighteen 
years, and then he revised it, making extensive 
changes in the 181*5 edition. 32

Wordsworth had conceived the idea of writing 
a grand philosophical poem of which he wrote: "I know 
not any thing which will not come within the scope of 
ay plan. 33 He did not intend, however, to force a 
"system" of belief on any one. In the Preface to 
the lSli* edition, he declared his intention to 
convey to the reader "clear thoughts, lively images, 
and s trong feelings." He hoped that each reader 
would ''extract" the system for himself. 34

fhere is little in the Excursion about a 
personal relationship with God. Wordsworth refers 
to tied, to Providence, to the Almighty Wisdom, and 
to the Being. But there is not even a suggestion of

Study
ExcursioneX°SeeeCh T 0"?* ^

iencete ^  °f the °hUr°h ln °“ 's religious

-^Early Letters, p. 189.

m „3!4? ^  loetical Works of William Wordsworth, ed. De Selincourt, V, 2. -------------- — *



what a man should do in order to make contact with 
God. Wordsworth in The Excursion does not sound afe 
all like the brusque defendent of the Church which 
he is later reputed to bej

As men from men
Do, in the constitution of their souls,
Differ, by mystery not to be explained;
And as we fall by various ways, and sink 
One deeper than another, self-condemned 
Through manifold degrees of guilt and shame;
So manifold and various are t he ways of 
Restoration, fashioned to the steps Of all infirmity, and tending all 
To the same point, attainable by all—
Reace in ourselves, and union with our God.

(Book V, 11. 1106-1115)
The Pastor in the Excursion compares the 

discovery of "authentic tidings of invisible things" 
to the sounds of a sea shell. He claims too that 
only in Mature will the passions of the soul be 
satisfied. When the 0o2.itary asks about a Redeemer, 
the Pastor instead of answering him, salutes the 
universe. The cross is meaningless, for there is 
no mention of the Redemption or Atonement. Words
worth had admitted having difficulty reconciling 
the "divine prescience with accountability in man," 
and had told Robinson that he felt no need of a 
Redeemer for himself.^5
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^ Robinson on Books and Their Writers, I. 158. Rejection of this doctrine puts Wordsworth in direct 
opposition to the Articles of Religion, especially 
IV, XI, and XV, which concern Christ's role in man's salvation.



lthough the Pastor in the Excursion prac- 
tloes a religion of the heart, he ooncludes ^
the "vital seat of feeling" cannot operate alone.
It must have the aid of the "pure soul," which with
the faculties of eye and ear can perceive those
truths given by the Deity. And then the Pastor 
remarks:

Not without such assistance could the use 
f these benign observances prevail- 

Thus are they born, thus fosLred, ihus maintained;
‘̂oref ethers, who, to guard against the shocks,
The fluctuation and decay of things 
Embodied and established these high truths in solemn institutions. . . . S Utha

(Book V, 11. 991+-1001)
This passage is the prelude to Wordsworth's tribute 
to the Uhurch of England in Book VI. He had, however, 
already offended high churchmen, not only by his 
treatment of a natural religion, but also by em
phasizing a need of less dogma and ceremony in 
services. The Pastor recognizes the need of 
institutions, but of ritual he says cautiously:

I blame them not, . . .  no.
S?® ritual and established formsWith which communities of men invest

Shall°th a natuI-al process: and b y^e 06
^ ^ f ^ Ŝ ™ C^ e 0i:d4ethi ° ^ ™ 6re1;roaorOTeIncongruous, impotent, and blank.

(Book V, 11, 309-317)



Wordsworth did not succeed in helping each 
reader to find his own system of faith. His con
temporaries reacted to the Excursion in various 
ways. Hazlitt thought it anti-Christian and 
atheistic. i'J Cargill, a barrister and clergyman, 
commented: "I doubt if Wordsworth is a Christian, 
if I am to judge him from the Excursion."37 Charles 
Lamb wondered just who in the poem was supposed to 
be Christian,3° and finally decided it was a poem 
characterized by Quakerism.3 f Whether or not Words
worth reacted to these criticisms, over the years he 
made at least seven major changes, making obvious 
references to the Cross and to the Redemption.U0
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^Robinson on 3ooks and Their Writers. I, 65.

•37ftobinson, Cijiry, Rfefroiniscenees and Corres- pondence. p. 310.
o Q
y'Robinson on Books and Their Writers. I, 1*69.

39Elsie Smith, An Estimate of William Words- 
kZ Contemporaries (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 

~9 32), p. 170. Modern critics are for the most part 
censorious of the religion in the Excursion. Edith 
Batho, however, says Wordsworth possibly held the 
incarnation rather than the Crucifixion as the essence 
of the Atonement. Hoxie N. Fairchild disagrees: "Words
worth did not feel the need for the Atonement at all. 
rie does not know that he is a sinner. God in the 
Excursion is too much like Wordsworth, and Wordsworth 
is far too much like God." See Edith Batho, The Later 
Wordsworth (Cambridge: University Press, 1933T7_p7 “283* 
HoxiiTeale Fairchild, Religious Trends in English

(New fork: Columbia university Press, I9I4UT, III,

koLyon, pp. 2i|-27.



At this time too the poem included references to
the immortality of the human soul.Ul

Wordsworth apparently retained the remnants
of the school of moral sense and benevolence and
made them the foundation of his religion even in
later years. In 1821+ he mentioned in a letter to
j-iandor that he had little relish for books other
than religious ones, and then added:

All religions owe their origin, or acceptation, to the wish of the human heart to supply in 
another state of existence the deficiencies of 
this, and to carry still nearer to perfection whatever we admire in our present condition.^-2

to the end of his life, Wordsworth argued about but
never carefully defined dogma, Robinson pointed out
that Wordsworth objected strongly to the Athanasian
Creed. He referred to it as one of "those unhappy
excrescences" with which the Church of England had
encumbered itself in attempting to explain doctrine
and the mysteries of the gospel.1'"' Although many
in the Church di,d not like the Athanasian Creed
because of several clauses which stressed things

^Ibid.

^ Letters, Middle Years, II, 21I+-215,

^Robinson on Books and Their Writers. II, 68l.
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necessary for salvation,** Wordsworth objected to 
it for other reasons. He could not understand why 
an infinite, pure Being would be satisfied with 
the sufferings of Christ ^  accept them ^  ^
sins of the guilty,** Robinson was dissatisfied 
with Wordsworth’s explanation because it was in-
aefinite, and in summarizing Wordsworth's views
said:

10?

What he appears to believe amounts to this 
and no more. The Atonement is a doctrine 
which has its foundation in that conscious
ness of unworthiness and guilt which arises 
from an upright self-examination-as all
spiiit°Ld0»lti‘1? h % aTe uarranted by a humble nJt-nri tu 11 ihat ls best in our> moral

h ihe,re ls internal evidence for all hese doctrines, which are a source of
hln^neSU  9nd the dlfficulty of compre-
sufficfei?6 mysterdes of the gospel is no su,iicient reason for rejection.to

the Catholic Faith"; "furtLrmore^lt*!^ th8t h°ld 
to everlasting salvation, that he'also believe^igntlv

hr £ X : : ta*-. â n“ f
vo iJio ° aUr  ffadS theX that have done evil shall go into everlasting fire." 1 sna±1

U5-'Robinson,^Diary, Reminiscences, and Corres-pondence. pp. 222-223.
t6Ibid.
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The Postscript of the 1835 edition of his 

poetry emphasizes again the importance of religion 
in man’s moral nature:

A philosophic mind is best pleased when looking 
at religion in its spiritual bearing; as a 
guide of conduct, a solace under affliction, 
and a support amid the instabilities of life. 4̂7

Judging from this, it seems that the panentheistic 
faith and stoicism of the Excursion with its partly 
Christian vocabulary is the best expression of Words
worth's faith after all. He had always had difficulty 
expressing the mysteries of faith in his poetry.
Aubrey de Vere recalled that the poet explained his 
failure to present revealed religion in his earlier 
poems by admitting that his religious convictions 
were less definite and strong in those years than 
they had become on mature thought, But in I8J4.O, 
when Wordsworth was asked why he had not mentioned 
mysteries of the Christian faith, Wordsworth replied:

For my own part, I have been averse to frequent 
mention of the mysteries of Christian faith; 
not from a want of due sense of their momentous 
nature, but the contrary. I felt it far too

^ The Poetical Works, ed. Hutchinson, p. 963.
^ The Prose Works of Wj 11 jam Wordsworth, ed. 

A. B. Grosart, III, i|91.
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deeply to venture on handling the subject 
as familiarly as many scruple not to do*
. . . Besides general reasons for diffidence 
in treating subjects of Holy Writ, I have 
some especial ones. I might err in points 
of faith, and I should not deem my mistakes 
less to be deprecated because they were expressed in metre. -̂9

Wordsworth was probably sincere in giving these 
reasons for not touching upon Christian faith in 
either his early or late poetry. The fact that he 
revised many of the passages of his poems which 
treated of natural religion gives rise to the 
question, why did he change them?

Part of the answer may lie in the fact that 
Wordsworth was most conscious of criticism. In order 
to clear himself of the charge of being unorthodox, 
he may have tampered with the Prelude and the Excursion. 
On the other hand, there is on his part a definite 
attempt to become numbered among the High Church 
membership. In the l81*0*s Wordsworth joined the 
Cambridge ^amden Society, a group who intended to 
develop church architecture in order to meet the 
needs of the Established Church.^® Wordsworth, hoping 
that the Society would revive "pure and imaginative"

■̂9Edith Battao, The ^ater Wordsworth (New York: Russell and Russell, Inc,, 19&3), p". 220.

, ^James F• White, Ihe Cambridge Movement(Cambridge: University Press, 1962), p. 28.
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elements into t he service of church and state* 
became an active member for a few years. The 
Society began as the Tractarians had, with a search 
into antiquity. Soon, however, the Camden Society 
ran into Roman Catholic elements, and lost many of 
its members who objected to becoming "popish."-*-*'

In the last few years of his life, Words
worth could no longer be active in High Church 
societies as he once had. Nor could he enjoy the 
raptures of nature which had at one time given him 
deep religious experiences. A close friend of the 
family, Miss Fenwicke, noted that the poet suffered 
from a "strange vehemence and waywardness of temper" 
in his last years.-- The spiritual atmosphere of 
Wordsworth’s household was kept strong partly be
cause of his wife, Mary, whose faith was strong. 
Wordsworth's last moments were spent with her and 
their son, John, who had been ordained in the 
Anglican Church. In 1850, having received the 
Sacrament of the Church from John, Wordsworth died.

^ Ibid., p. 153» Wordsworth's reception into the Society apparently caused comments. Mrs. Clark
son wrote: "I was much interested in the account of 
dear Mr. Wordsworth's reception at the meeting of the 
Camden Society. . . . though as you know, I am no 
advocate for making protestant worship as popish like 
as it can." Fredericka Beatty, Wordsworth of Rydal Mount, p. 162.

-^De Vere, A Memoir, p. 70.



CONCLUSION

The purpose of this research was to examine 
Wordsworth’s attitudes toward religion in England,
We have seen Wordsworth's persistent denial of being 
anything except a loyal, orthodox member of the 
Church of England, but in practice he is strictly 
an individualist. In his earlier years there 
were no sanctions to hinder his religious practice. 
He enjoyed the latitude permitted by his Church, 
even to the point of staying away from it.

As we have seen also, Wordsworth hesitated 
to define his beliefs, but he liked to talk and 
argue about religion. Prom accounts of these 
discussions, many of which were a defense of the 
established Church, we can call Wordsworth an 
ecclesiastical patriot, for it is not the differences 
in doctrine that keep him in the Church of England 
and out of another. His loyalty to it is based on 
its being English. Other religions, because they 
were not approved by the Crown, were less English, 
and Wordsworth resented their presence in his 
country. Catholicism was less tolerable than the 
others, for In Wordsworth's eyes, it was a foreign 
enemy poised for attack on his own church.

Ill
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Judging his poetry and prose, one must 

conclude that Wordsworth expected the Church 
to promulgate good deeds by serving as a reminder 
to man that he must respond sensitively to his 
fellow man's needs. Its presence, signified by 
the church building, was really all that Words
worth thought necessary. As long as he could 
find moral growth "mid remotest village trees," 
church bells could remain silent.

Wordsworth apparently tried to be orthodox.
He was familiar with Scripture and often quoted lines 
from the *ew Testament; yet he rarely mentions Christ, 
and he seems reluctant to discuss the meaning of 
the Incarnation and the Redemption. Undoubtedly, 
he thought his naturalistic religion of earlier 
years as valid as the Book of Prayer. Wordsworth's 
revisions of the Bxcursi on and the Prelude present 
a puzzling picture of his real beliefs. There is 
no evidence that he was insincere in toning down 
naturalistic passages so that they would look 
orthodox to a High Churchman. It is quite possible 
that since Nature could no longer provide him with 
a deep religious experience, that the village church 
and the Hook of Prayer had to supplement the rest.
Until those last years when his health failed, however, 
Wordsworth would probably have walked past the local



church and perhaps have greeted the pastor and 
his family at their small home next door. And 
then he would probably have walked slowly into 
the wooded area surrounding the church.
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