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A copie of a letter written by a Catholique lady to Syr Edward Hoby

Sir, with permission of some of those Ladyes to whom you dedicate your booke, I have bin bold as one who have the honour to be one of their nomber, to answer in their names your premonitory Epistle, but not to requit you with the like termes of reproch: for as that kinde of writting doth neither stand with their pleasure, nor my disposition, soe much I freely confesse, that I cannot well perceve how those titles of colapsed and comisserable which you give us, may be returned to you.  Well may we pitty you, as a miserable knight that hath exposed without cause your folly to the world, but we cannot rightly charge you, as you doe us, with lapsing or falling from your profession.  You were alwayes reputed vaine, and soe are you still, and when we consider the humour you have a late to shew your self in print, it seemeth you are rather risen too high than fallen too lowe, bycause you are mounted up to be a teaching divine, before we hard the newes that you had any religion at all.  But if you be lapsed or fallen in any sort, it is by falling from your witts, for howsoever your judgment hath been censured heretofore by others, yet we supposed you had borowed soe much humanity of the Courtier which your father translated, as you would never whilst you retained your right sences, or at least whilst you were sober, have had soe little good manners to charge Ladyes of honour and vertue in soe unseemly termes as you doe, to goe a whoringe after their owne inventions.

2.  We are not ignorant of the sence in which these words may be interprated, but it is fitt for a gentleman, and much more for a knight, whose profession is to respect the honour of Ladyes, to abstaine not only from such contumelies as may touch their reputation, but even from such phrases as may represent to their chast thoughts the notion of any thing that is prejudiciall to their honour.  And surely if you had not undiscreetly pleased your self with the dubble construction of such words, you wold have founde it as unfitt for you to make choise of such termes of Scripture to expresses your idle conceipts of the spirituall whoredome and idolatrie you impute unto us, as we (who respecting your creedit, and the reputation of your virtuous Lady) wold have held it unseemely for one of us, upon the newes of any promotion that befell you, to tell you (according to the Scripture phrase) how glad we were that your horne was exalted.

3.  But to leave those fashions of speech, as unfitting to be used by you or us: you request our help to convey your letter over sea, least it should be intercepted by some of the Jesuiticall supervisers; but that is needles, for any one that is affected to our religion doth desire, for the disgrace of yours, that your worke should be seen.  And to as little purposse doe you tell us of the newes you have, that the Jesuits are much in our bookes; for if your meaning be, that we honour their Society as a blessed order that God hath raised (in the same tyme that your religion began) for the good of his church, and that we reverence the persons of many learned and virtuous men of their nomber, it should be noe newes unto you, for ever since we knew what it was to be catolique, we held our selves bound for those causes to esteeme their order and them.  But if we be informed (as you seeme to insinuat) that by any such factious zeale as you tax us withall, we beare such a peculiar affection to them that we sett litle by other Prests and religious men, your newes is then false, and we leave such partialitie to your puritaine sisters, as unseemely for Catholiques.

4.  There be amongst us that use for their spirituall help (as their meanes in these perilous times doe serve) the assistance of other Prests and religious men of other orders as well as of theirs.  And howbeit that some of us may justly for speciall causes be devoted to them, and other alsoe lawfully for other particular reasons have the like devotion to others, we are all taught by the rules of our religion to reverence them all; we find noe difference betwene the doctrine which they all teach; we perceve no varietie betwene the prayers, Sacraments, and least Ceremony which they all use; we know there be men of excellent learning and virtue amonge all sorts of them; we make noe doubt but that God for differing respects may use the ministring of them all, and for some ends blesse the labours of one sort as he doth for other the indevours of the rest; we see them all sheed their bloud for one and the same cause; and for a confermation of all this, we desire to have the holy reliques of them all, as trophyes of their victoryes and pledges of their love towards us, after their death.  When you say therefore that this report of our particular love to the Jesuits would have sett your pen on worke, though you had noe other subject to writ of, we can geather noe more but that your pen is soe light as a litle thing will move it.  And very idlely doe you pretend the speciall devotion which any of us doe beare to some rather than to others, as a cause of your writing, when the title of your Epistle and all the reasons thereof are generally against us all, and against the religion which we all with the unitie of fayth and affection professe.

5.  To all such Ladyes then as preferre all sorts of Catolique Preists before the ministers of all sects, and not to such only as for especiall causes are devoted to some one order, you direct your discourse; and to them you say, that for your respected love you are much greved to see them prostrat themselves to the antichristian beast, which with her spotted skine and aluring scent dothe leade them to perdition.  Surely we had neede to learne of you (as we never meane to doe) to interpret the Apocalips, before we can understand by your words what your meaning should be. Indeede we have herd your ministers, when we were of your profession, talke much of a beast with seaven heads, besyds hornes, which sometymes they made specked and sometymes scarlet; but we were told by them, that Antichrist (whom you charge us to follow by professing the Romish religion) was the whore of Babilon which sate upon the beast, and you speke, as though you tooke the same Antichrist for the beast which is underneath the whore.  These be ridles which we cannot read.  Well doe we remember, that this whore, whosoever she were, had a cup in her hand; and if such as you can applie every thing, as your fantasticall humour listeth, to every purpose, we can see noe reason why we should not have as great cause to feare that you had tasted of the whores cup, as you doe greve that we had prostrated our selves to any such beast as you imagine.  But to leave you and your beast togeather, we know not what you meane, and it litle skilleth how you expresse your conceipts.

6.  Your purposse is to let us understand how sorry you are that we have imbrased the Catholique fayth: and why soe?  bycause we were baptised, say you, since the Romish rits were abolished, after your invincible fayth was fully setled, and for that we are soe noblely descended and virtuously brought up.  But here againe we are at our witts end to perceve the force of these motives.  If it be a fault to becom of the Romish Religion fifty yeares after the rits thereof were abolished in our Country, it was noe doubt a greater in our parents to forsake it 1500 yeares after the whole world had receved them.  If you account your fayth invincible bycause it hath been setled by the parlaments of two Princes (wherein for the most part your self have been a busy talker), what shall we say of that fayth which hath been confermed by soe many generall Counsells. wherein the gravest Prelats and learnedst divines of the world did discusse the matters that then were decided?  As for the nobilitie of those from whom we are descended, we hold our profession noe disparagement to our bloud, bycause we are sure that those are not of the most noble descent that can devine their petegree of their nobilitie and gentry noe higher than from Protestant progenies; and a wonderfull thing noe doubt it is, that a Lady which was virtuously brought up should be a Catholique, when amongst soe many blessed virgins and saints as have issued from Princely and noble houses of England, we never hard tell of any that was a protestant.  If any of our profession have been taught any preceipts of virtue by their protestant parents, it suffiseth that they retained them still and learned many other better since they becam Catoliques; it being clere by experience that such as com from you to us, doe either by chainge of their life or increase of virtue becom (even in the judgment of those of your owne profession) more esteemed than they were, whereas those who depart from us to you, though they be very few, doe usually prove worse.  And therefore when you wish that such as have been the instruments to reduce us to a better course, had lesse subtilty or we more constancy, you expresse your desire in very unproper termes; for ther is little subtilty required to make us descerne the knowne way of the Catholique fayth, wherein all our christian, noble, and vertuous ancestors have continued from their first conversion to Christianity and till our grandfathers dayes, and ther is noe inconstancy at all for those to returne unto it that wandred when they were out of it they knew not whether.

7.  But you wold make us beleve that the weaknes and incapacity of our sex is the principall cause of the resolution we have taken, and that the grounds of our religion are soe weake in the judgement of wise men, as the preists of our profession doe only seeke to insinuat such ignorant persons as we are.  If you had contented your self to put woemen only in minde of their weaknes and incapacity, and not insinuated thereby that you had all the learned and wisest men on your side, we wold not much have contended with you therein.  We willingly grant that in respect of the weaknes of our sex we are lesse able to judg of difficulties in religion than men, and hold it noe disgrace for us to acknowledg that the consideration of our incapacity hath been an especiall motive to our resolution; for the more unable we are to determine of such matters our selves, the more reason we have to distrust our owne judgment and to follow the directions of those whom God hath sent to teach us.  And we cold never descerne as yet, by such signes of his commission as we are capable to conceive, any reason at all why we should rather hold that the ministers of your Church were more authorised by God to be our pastors than the preists of ours; which sufficeth to shew that a wise woman who hath soe much humility and judgment as to know herself and them, can hardly be of your religion, whatsoever a learned man may be.

8.  Neither neede we proceede any further, bycause it is enough for us that we frame our resolution according to such rules as are the fittest for our selves to follow, and that for this cause, those who in the opinion of the world are the wisest of our sex are the soonest gained to our religion, while the fondest remaine the most violent in yours.  Which comparison I might well make without wronging the worth of other Ladyes that are not yet of our profession; for besyds the extraordinary gifts of minde and nature which envy it self doth acknowledg in some Catolique Ladyes of the highest degrees, and the wisedom which is in some of them above their sex, it is soe suspitious a matter for a Lady in our dayes to have more witt, worth, and sufficiency than others of her rancke, as you usually expect all such to be inclined to our religion who doe but in any wise manner enquire of the grounds of yours, or by their discreet cariage avoyde those rediculous follyes which by the dayly pangs of zeale doe usually encrease, as yeares doe, in others whom your spirit doth most possesse.  And if you should produce examples of other Ladyes of your profession, who have beene reputed heretofore of greater witt and learneing, it is sufficient for us that they have left Catolique daughters behind them, who have added to these parts such temper of judgment, and modesty, as without prejudice to their mothers are esteemed I am sure even by the most sufficient of your owne religion, more wise than their protestant brethern will ever prove.

9.  But seeing there be other men (noe doubt of your profession) whose wisedome you may more rely upon, and that you insinuat (as we sayd) that the grounds of our religion are soe weake, in the judgement of the wisest men, as our preists have their speciall recoourse to simple woemen; you must give us leave to add further, what wisedome soever these men have, or how uncapable soever we be, we yet know thus much: by the tyme you charge our church with errors of our religion, and by the honorable titles of wisedom, learneing, and virtue that your selves doe give to such persons as in former tymes, and ours, you grant have held our doctrine, that we have noe reason to beleeve that you have had, or have, in your church, soe many excellent men for wisedome, learneing, and virtue as we have had, and have, in ours.  And with more wisedom and reason may the simplest woeman of our religion conferme her resolution to the judgment of that church which is followed by the most learned and wise of the world, than the wisest and most learned men of yours contemne the judgment of soe many as be wiser and learneder than themselves, to rely uppon their own.  And yet setting those of former tymes and forraine countreyes apart, we know by the opinion which your selves have of mens inclinations in our owne tyme and countrey, that for one catolique man which becometh (otherwise than by externall conformitie and for feare) a protestant, there be a hundred of protestants that in affection becom catoliques.  Neither can we with reason hold this inclination to be only in the simpler sort of men, bycause we see those who are of the best witts and educations, the most suspected by you, in soe much as the ministers them selves who in the reputation of your owne Church are esteemed the most juditious and learned, can hardly avoyd the suspition to be inclined to us, or at lest declining from you, howsoever they be interessed by the function they live by, to mak another shew.

10.  It is not then for any weaknes in the grounds of our religion that more weomen of qualitie becom catoliques than men; but bycause weomen perhapps have not the streingth and courage which some men have to hazard their soules for worldly respects, it falleth out that the wisest weomen becom catoliques, and the wisest men that remaine otherwise seek soe many devises to flatter them selves in that profession which they judge most profitable for their temperall advancement and securitie, as they becom in the end to beleeve nothing at all, or at least to be brought to that passe, that they know not themselves what they should beleeve.  And for the same cause, you should alsoe learne that your pretext is false and idle when you charge catolique preists to addresse them selves rather to weomen than men, thorow a confidence that they have in the weakenes of their sex; for they seeke to have accesse to all they can, and are more glad to conferr with a wise and learned man whom they may trust, than with an ignorant woman, though worldly wise men be usually more fearefull than woemen (that aime at nothing els but the good of their soules) to conferr with them.  If for this consideration they make use of woemen of qualitie, witt, and worth, to further the conversion of their husbands and freinds to whom they cannot have the like accesse, their politie is honest, how malitiously soever it be discribed by you, and noe other than any minister of yours wold be glad to use to procure him self a benifice if he supposed the help of any lady or chambermayde of your profession might further his suite therein.

11.  What the meanes be they use to gaine us for the former end, you sett not downe; and we know none but their virtuous cariage, and the true advertisement they give us for the falsehod of your religion, the truth of ours.  For preists are not accoustomed to puff up pride by comending of beautie, but to suppresse it; and if the modest looke and virtue of that lady whose face you comend, gave occasion to any other to praise her by a bold comparison, the fault was his and not hers, who was soe wise to thinke as you doe, that any who had but soe much witt as to know her worth, wold wrong her soe much as to imagine any such devise a fitt meanes to gaine her assent in matters of farr lesse moment than her resolution in religion.  And bycause she, and others such as she, have setled their belife by wiser considerations than you can give to the contrary, we are agreed with you in the issue of your discourse, that there is litle hope for you to alter it, though not for the reasons which you aledge; for it is not our refusal (as you say) to polute our eyes with your bookes, or to defile our ears with your sermons, or to grace your churches with our presence, that doth withhold us from your profession, but the knowledg we have already that your books and sermons, which we have read and hard while we frequented your churches, cold give us noe ground at all to stay our consciences in your religion, was the cause that we left your bookes, your sermons, and your churches, and addressed our selves to such as cold direct us better.  We found by them what church we should unite our selves unto, we learned therein whose instructions we should heare, and we meane to trouble our selves noe more with yours.

12.  Yet we trouble our selves (say you) about the antiquitie of your church, which we are noe leasse able to conceave, than unwilling to beleeve.  Indeed we have taken hitherto more paynes than we needed to seeke out your church, but we will busy our selves noe more to find it out.  We parceve (as you say) that we cannot conceave it, and you must pardon us if we doe not beleeve it; for though we beleeve many things which we cannot conceave, when we know that they are held by the ancient and continued church of Christ, yet we cannot beleeve that yours is that church, exceipt we cold conceive that there had been such a church as yours, or that your selves cold tell us where it had been before us.  But you add that we must not be wise above that which is fitt, bycause St Paul teacheth us to aske and not to greeve our husbands; a pretty devise noe doubt, to shun the sinn of presumption.  When we doe say we dare not take upon us to judge of matters in religion which are above our reach, but will follow the instructions which have been given by the knowne pastors of Christ’s church to all the Christian world before yours were hard of, you tell us that all the Church may err, and that we must trust noe man alive any further than we can descerne our selves that their doctrine is provable by Scripture.  And yet you wold have us (forsooth) credit our husbands upon their bare words without farther inquireing, as though St Paul in willing us to aske our husbands advise in some things, wold have every one of us frame our resolution in religion after our husbands humours.

13.  That which followeth in your discourse is but an idle thretening of the ruine of our posteritie, which we doe not feare, bycause we never held you for a prophet.  If we impart any thing we possesse to the necessary relife of our teachers, it is but to paye the tithes we are bound to give them, bycause the benefices which our catolique ancestors bestowed for their use are possessed by others.  We know as well as you what worldly inconveniences follow our profession, and better than you how preists doe behave them selves; we know that they teach us our dutie both to God and our Prince, and that they desire more than you the good of the church and state.  If therefore we be defamed by such as you for harbouring of them, we hold it noe disgrace; and if for this cause, we buy the quiet of our consciences (which you in your frency call a fanaticall humour) at a high rate for the losses we sustaine, our soules were bought at a higher price, and it will cost us more deare if we loose them.

14.  As for the wronge you charg us to doe our husbands by our recusansy, if without cause their honour be the more eclipsed thereby, or their loialtie the more suspected, the wronge is don them by others and not by us.  But we cannot conceve any great reason why the hindrance of their advancement should touch you soe neare the hart, seeing the more the letts be that hinder men of worth from preferment, the greater hope there is for such as you to rise; and it seemeth you are rather greeved with the honour they receve than with the hinderance they sustaine in their advancement, bycause you know that divers who have wives of our religion are judged more worthy of honour and preferment than your self.  But his Majestie is not to learne of you the rules to know a wise man by; for what soever you in your folly pretend, he in his princely wisedome doth hold some wise that cannot rule their wives, and is soe wise not to place their husbands wisedome in the wives will, though it were repugnant to his in matters of lesse moment than their religion or conscience.  Yet since you apply this your false and generall rule, to the particular case of those which cannot draw their virtuous wives to such a conformity with your Church as should devide them from Gods, we will answer both for our selves and them: we denie that such as have wives of our religion are to be placed in the nomber of those who cannot rule their wives, if they be wise enough to governe any others that are of yours; and soe farr it is alsoe that our Catolique resolution is any hinderance to the duty we owe to our husbands, as we may boldly say that noe men doe find more happie agreement in their mariag than such as have wives of our belife, nor any more encombred with their matrimony than such as have had the misfortune to light upon such husewives as run most to your churches and sermons.

15.  And now we are com to the end of your preface, which is as wise as the beginning.  We put you out of doubt that it doth noe more distast us than we suppose our answer can harme you; for we hold our reputation such as it cannot be stayned with any foule words of yours, and you are soe well knowne as we never thought you cold have any more disgrace than you have don your self.  Be you sure then that we will not hinder the free passage of your letter, though it hath noe neede of your furtherance, yet bycause we heare that the partie to whom you writ is not at this tyme soe neere England as to returne you soe speady an answer as we desire, we wold be very glad that you had the will and creditt to procure the like freedome for some in these parts to wright and print a reply to your letter that you had to pen and publish it.  If this our wish have not soe good successe as your request, it is at least as much to purposse, being noe more idle for us to desire that which is unlikely, than for you to request that which is needles.  And thus we leave you with your house in Black-friers.

