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We are living in a golden age of sermon studies. Since the late 1980s, 
Lori Anne Ferrell, Peter McCullough, Mary Morrissey, Arnold Hunt, 
and many other scholars have added enor mously to our under stand-
ing of the var iety, subtlety, and promin ence of sermons in early 
modern Eng land. What used to be studied primar ily as a branch of 
Eng lish litera ture con cerned with issues of prose style has blos somed 
into a highly di verse field. We are much more sensi tive than we were 
to issues of con text, tropes, emo tional over tones, di vergences between 
spoken and printed sermons, and en coded polit ical mes sages and 
counsel. Histor ians of print have noted how cen tral ser mons were 
to the econ omy of the early modern pub lish ing world. Signifi cant 
studies have been de voted to ser mons preached to mark par ticu-
lar events, dates in the litur gical cal endar, and signifi cant aspects 
of socio-political life—whether ‘Black Bar tholo mew’s Day’ (1662), 
the anni versary of the regi cide, or ser mons at court, Paul’s Cross, or 
the assizes. Much has been learned since what in retro spect we can 
see was a major turn ing point: the publi cation in 2000 of Ferrell and 
McCullough’s edited col lection The English Sermon Revised. Inter ested 
stu dents now bene fit from an Oxford Hand book de voted to the early 
modern sermon. Special ist scholars can rum mage in major edi tions 
of the ser mons of Lance lot Andrewes and John Donne. Never theless, 
some eras have fared better than others when it comes to dedi cated 
studies. The Jaco bethan years have tended to pre dominate; the later 
Stuart period—in keep ing with its wider rela tive neg lect—has re-
ceived much less atten tion, at least until the William ite in vasion and 
the 1690s, when Tony Claydon and others have illumin ated the ‘godly 
revo lution’ and the refor mation of manners that was so much invoked 
there after. Christoph Ketterer’s volume should there fore re ceive a 
warm wel come, adding, as it does, signi ficant heft to the rela tively 
limited prior cover age of the reigns of Charles II and James II.

To Meddle with Matters of State is a very de tailed and exten sive 
work, as might be ex pected from a revised doctoral thesis. The first 
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130 pages are taken up with prob lem state ments, ‘con ceptual ap-
proaches’, and vari ous aspects of ‘experi encing ser mons’ across the 
period. For new comers to the bur geon ing field of sermon studies, 
Ketterer’s ac count valu ably summar izes and syn thesizes a great deal 
of scholar ship, very clearly de lineating the cur rent state of play. There-
after, the dis cussion is organ ized into two chap ters cover ing the early 
and later parts of Charles II’s reign, and then a long chap ter on the 
highly con tested world of James II’s regime. Al though the book’s title 
suggests an end point of c.1700, in real ity the Revo lution of 1688/9 
marks the ter minus for dis cussion. A fifty-page bibli ography test ifies 
to Ketterer’s dili gence—although this may be sup plemented with the 
excel lent develop ing online re source Gate way to Early Modern Manu
script Sermons (GEMMS).1

Ketterer positions himself within the main stream of cur rent studies. 
He ap proaches sermons ‘as sources sui generis re quiring due atten tion 
not only to the preacher’s words but also to the ma terial sur round ings, 
the re actions of audi ences, and in gen eral those aspects that may be 
called the “performa tive” dimen sion of sermons’ (p. 14). He acknow-
ledges that ‘polit ical sermon’ is a partly tauto logical phrase, bear ing 
in mind the close links between the tem poral and the spirit ual in an 
early modern ‘con fes sional state’. And he is at pains for his par ticu-
lar period to stress the ‘multi confessional environ ment’ (p. 26) within 
which preachers’ polit ical con tribu tions need to be assessed. Slightly 
more problem atic are his choices of source base. Ketterer acknow-
ledges that most of the sermons he uses are printed ones and that this 
could cause some methodo logical prob lems, but is rather blithe about 
their extent. In some ways more ser iously, he also chooses to pursue 
a rela tively narrow sense of which ser mons matter for his polit ically 
focused study: ‘The royal court with the Chapel Royal, the Houses of 
Parlia ment, and the cap ital con stituted the na tional nexus of polit ical 
power’ (p. 43). An in tensely London-centric ac count ensues. This is 
not to deny the merits of what is covered; it is par ticu larly help ful to 
have serious space de voted to Cath olic court preaching.

The chronological chapters afford Ketterer the opportun ity to 
under take se quences of close read ings of par ticu lar sermons, linked 

1 At [https://gemmsorig.usask.ca/], accessed 30 June 2021.
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by their pre occupation with par ticu lar issues and events. As he notes, 
the early Caro lean regime was par ticu larly exer cised by the need to 
try to con trol promin ent pul pits due to the gen eral per ception that 
Pur itans had success fully used them to sub vert order in the run-up 
to the civil wars. Dir ections con cern ing Preachers were duly issued 
in 1662, order ing ‘[t]hat no Preachers in their Ser mons pre sume to 
meddle with matters of State, to mould new Govern ments, or take 
upon them to de clare, limit or bound out the Power and Author ity of 
Sov eraigne Princes, or to state and deter mine the differ ences between 
Princes and the People’ (p. 134). This was, of course, easier to order 
than ac tually to achieve, and delight ful ironies emerged. Ketterer 
argues that Bishop Gilbert Sheldon success fully organ ized a metro-
politan preach ing cam paign to thwart Charles II’s plans for re ligious 
in dul gence. The pul pits thus con tinued to under mine the Su preme 
Gov ernor of the Church, albeit in novel ways. Many preachers are 
shown offer ing mes sages that im plicitly hedged in the royal suprem-
acy, de limit ing the king’s author ity as he was neither or dained nor 
con secrated. As Ketterer notes, ‘The royal suprem acy, at times, could 
almost feel con ditional on it being used only as Angli cans deemed 
fit’ (p. 199). He argues for an in creas ing ‘moral turn’ in court ser mons 
during the 1670s, partly as a matter of ec clesio logical pos ition ing: ‘In 
high light ing the import ance of per sonal refor mation and piety, the 
Church of Eng land was attempt ing to por tray itself as the middle 
ground between both Dissent and Roman Catholi cism’ (p. 218). Little 
of this will be sur prising to Restor ation special ists, but there is a good 
deal of de tailed, fine-filigree ma terial on the var iety and com peting 
nature of ser mons preached and agendas out lined from the pulpit in 
the Chapel Royal. Substan tial dis cussion is also de voted to par ticu lar 
types of sermon, par ticu larly those preached on the anni versaries of 
the regi cide (adding to Andrew Lacey’s work) and the Gun powder 
Plot.

The most interesting part of the book, though, is the dis cussion 
of preach ing at the court of James II. Partly this is a matter of bulk: a 
previ ously under-discussed topic receives very full treat ment (around 
eighty-five pages). This pro vides the neces sary space to tease out 
numer ous themes and in flu ences. Ketterer makes appro priate use 
of Simon Thurley’s work on the archi tecture and design of spaces 
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at court to em phasize James’s with drawal from the previous Chapel 
Royal into a lavish new Catholic equivalent in White hall. Here Cath-
olic preachers ‘partici pated in the con struction of a vision of James’s 
king ship’ (p. 258). This leant heavily on Sal esian ideas, chan nelled via 
the Bene dictines, with a stress on the need for aristo cratic elites to 
act piously at court. Steven Pincus is taken to task for his ‘super ficial’ 
(p. 267) read ings of Cath olic ser mons. His eager ness to pos ition ser-
mons within an interpret ive frame work domin ated by Gallican ism 
is chal lenged, with Ketterer stress ing the ‘Eng lish’ char acter of much 
of the preach ing. Priests linked James to pre-Reformation models of 
Eng lish king ship (for instance, Edward the Con fessor) and to Henry 
VIII as part of a wider effort to make Eng land a Roman Cath olic elect 
nation. From this point of view, Cath olic preachers are shown turn ing 
the tables on their con fes sional op ponents and draw ing con nections 
be tween the estab lished Church of Eng land and Phari sees—a self-
interested, privil eged caste lack ing in true zeal. Ketterer also shows 
the extent to which Angli can preachers pushed back against such 
argu ments. A re newed em phasis on the need to offer good counsel to 
the mon arch allowed preachers in effect to limit a Cath olic ruler’s abil-
ity to pro vide relief for his co-religionists. Preachers re jected notions 
of the Church of Eng land being an Eras tian edi fice, stress ing in stead 
that ‘The heart and soul of the Church of Eng land was . . . the com-
munity of the Anglican bishops’ (p. 336).

After such detailed coverage of par ticu lar periods, points, and 
preach ers, the con clusion to the book feels rela tively per functory. 
More could have been done to live up to the pur ported date span 
of the volume and to link pre- and post-Glorious Revo lution events 
and trends. Partly one sus pects that this became a matter of avail-
able space: Ketterer’s close read ings of large num bers of ser mons 
in evit ably con sume a lot of words. Such read ings are often acute 
and valu able, but cumu latively there is a danger of repe tition and of 
strain ing readers’ patience (much like over long ser mons at court). The 
Eng lish ver sion of the main text could have been much more rigor-
ously proof read, with far too many strange sen tence con structions 
sur viving into print and typo graphical errors slipping through the net: 
‘speficially’; ‘imponderabilia’; ‘publically’; ‘non conformsadditional’; 
‘transsubstation’; ‘reign in’; or ‘in this vain’, to name but a few. An thony 
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Wood is consistently referred to as Abraham, whilst Vavasor Powell 
is twice called Valvasor. More import antly, it is a shame that the index 
to the book is so feeble; just four short columns for a text of this length 
seri ously under mines its value for scholars look ing to follow up on 
par ticu lar people or issues. Never theless, it is right to end on a posi-
tive note when review ing a substan tial and well-researched first book. 
Christoph Ketterer has pro duced a signifi cant schol arly re source, and 
one that enr iches our ever-growing sense of ‘the polit ics of re ligion’ in 
Restoration England.
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