
The Mayflower, Puritans, the Pope, and the Tudors 
 
Yes, they’re all related.  
 
In early elementary school, I made a book complete with high quality, hand drawn, full-color illustrations 
that told the story of the Pilgrims and the First Thanksgiving. The Pilgrims, I wrote, came to the New 
World for religious freedom. Fair enough, but what did religious freedom mean in the early seventeenth 
century, and, how did the Pilgrims’ religious beliefs differ from those of their English countrymen, 
especially their fellow New Englanders, the Puritans?  
 
To start, we have to move back nearly 100 years before the Pilgrims’ trip on the Mayflower. In the 
1530s, King Henry VIII, in his efforts to divorce his first wife in order to marry Ann Boleyn, broke with the 
Roman Catholic Church and brought reform to the Church of England. The Anglican Church was no 
longer under the authority of the Pope; Henry’s Act of Supremacy confirmed the English monarch’s role 
as the “Supreme Head of the Church of England.” The Act of Supremacy dissolved monasteries and 
stripped the Church of its wealth. The Church’s goods and lands were now the property of the Crown.  
 
Reform continued for decades, and battles, physical and theological, raged between Protestants and 
Catholics on the British Isles. In 1558, Elizabeth I, a Protestant, took the throne. Over the course of her 
40-year reign, England became a mostly Protestant nation. The Church was no longer under authority of 
the Pope, services were conducted in English, and religious texts were accessible to all people. Many 
practices consistent with Catholicism remained, however, like decoration of churches and altars and 
clergy vestments.*  
 
Several Protestants sects took issue with these material issues, but their biggest complaint was that of 
authority. Though the Anglican Church was no longer under the Pope, his authority was substituted for 
that of the English monarch. Calvinists, like the Pilgrims and Puritans of New England, believed that 
religious authority came only from Scripture. Knowledge of God could only be revealed though self-
revelation and the study of his Word. Religious leaders should not be appointed, but chosen by the 
people after much prayer, study, and thought. In essence, Calvinists believed in a more democratic form 
of religion.  
 
The two religious groups that would ultimately settle New England grew out of Protestant reform and 
Calvinism: the Pilgrims and the Puritans. As Calvinists, both groups were strictly Bible-based and 
believed in a direct relationship with God with no intermediary, like a priest. Both also espoused the 
ideas of original sin and predestination. According to Calvinists, humans are corrupted and unable to 
avoid sin (original sin). God, though, chose to save some people, not based on any action or moral 
characteristic, but unconditionally. Before someone has even been born, God has chosen whether they 
will be saved (predestination). Good works and high moral character did not earn a Calvinist a place in 
heaven, but showed gratitude for God’s choices.  
 
The Pilgrims and Puritans differed, though, in their relationship with the established Church of England. 
The Pilgrims were Separatists and believed the Anglican Church was past any further reformation 
efforts. Rather than continue what they believed was a fruitless struggle for change, they chose to 
separate from the Church entirely. Though the Puritans rejected the Anglican Church’s hierarchical 
structures that interfered with a personal relationship with God, they believed in continuing reform 
efforts and had no intention of leaving the Church entirely.  



Calvinist views, however, made both the Pilgrims and Puritans unpopular with England’s upper and 
ruling class. After all, a rejection of Church authority was a rejection of the monarch’s rule in religious 
matters. We see few examples of violent persecution, but Puritan and Separatist leaders were 
sometimes placed under arrest, and fines could be levied against those that didn’t participate in formal 
Church of England rites. This is where my second-grade idea of “religious freedom” comes into play. The 
Separatists wanted to worship freely, as they wished, with no pressure from their neighbors or the 
government. They wanted a “pure” community where they children and families could live without the 
influence of Anglican religious beliefs. Hence, their immigration to Holland and, ultimately, New 
England.  
 
The Puritans followed not long after, settling Massachusetts Bay Colony, north of the Pilgrims’ Plymouth 
Colony. This legacy has overshadowed that of the slightly less critical and sectarian, Pilgrims. Popular 
history tends to lump the two sets of beliefs together, but the differences have created entirely different 
legacies. The Puritans were stricter, harsher, and more uncompromising in their faith, especially when it 
came to those of other sects and denominations. Where the Pilgrims sought discourse and debate with 
those of other faiths, the Puritans became famous for their punishment of dissenters and “heretics,” 
and we remember the Pilgrims for the relatively peaceable relations with the Native Americans (of 
course this would change in the decades following the First Thanksgiving).  
 
 
*This is an INCREDIBLY simplified version of some of the events of the English Protestant Reformation – 
definitely not an all-encompassing narrative, but a simple description of we get from Point A to Point B.  


