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A Crisis of Faith: 
Ethical Implications of Protestant Doctrine in The Faerie Queene 

 
 Beneath the surface of Edmund Spenser’s epic chivalric romance chronicling the 

adventures of the errant Redcrosse knight in his ardent attempt to prove himself worthy in the 

eyes of his sovereign, Book I of The Faerie Queene is, in Spenser’s own words, a “dark conceit” 

or extended metaphor in which nothing is as simple or straightforward as it may appear.  In 

Canto 10, after a traumatic encounter with Despaire shakes this knight of Holiness to the core 

and forces him to doubt his entire existence—one that is rooted in the Protestant faith and its 

total disavowal of the Catholic notion of good works—Redcrosse is taken to the House of 

Holiness where he is counseled by Fidelia, the embodiment of the true Protestant faith itself.  But 

this canto, particularly the description of Fidelia in Stanza 19, is riddled with troubling language 

that compels readers to wonder whether one’s actions do, after all, have any bearing on God’s 

judgment.  In Book I of The Faerie Queene, Spenser seems to support that claim and takes it one 

step further by challenging and critiquing the ethical nature of a Protestant—and, by extension, 

Anglican—doctrine that completely denies the possibility that actions matter, whether on the 

individual level or on a national scale.  

 In Canto 10, Redcrosse has just narrowly escaped death in the cave of Despaire in which 

he is confronted with the true underlying principles of his Protestant faith—that through his 

knightly endeavors he has committed terrible crimes and sins and, furthermore, that there is 

nothing he can do to reverse them.  Rendered utterly hopeless by this grim realization that the 

Catholic notion of “good works” will not lead to salvation, he is taken by Una to the House of 

Holiness where he is introduced, among others, to Fidelia.  This spiritual figure, whose name 
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itself means “faith,” undertakes to restore Redcrosse’s Protestant convictions.  In Stanza 19, she 

uses “her sacred Booke” (10.19.1) to “teach” (10.19.2) and “preach” the “heavenly documents” 

(10.19.4), or doctrines, of predestination and sola fide and their principles “Of God, of grace, of 

justice, of free will” (10.19.6), principles which constitute the Protestant faith.  Indeed, her 

“goodly speach” evokes nothing short of “wonder” (10.19.7) in her listeners, for it is able “to 

kill, / And raise againe” (10.19.8–9).   

 This cursory reading of Stanza 19 of Canto 10, however, completely disregards the 

stranger lines that interject throughout it and doesn’t even begin to address the complexities that 

emerge from them, complexities which this final quotation only hints at.  The sacred Booke that 

Fidelia teaches from is “with bloud ywrit” (10.19.1); this Booke with a capital B is, of course, 

the Bible, and it is written with the blood of Jesus Christ.  What’s more, this book is one “That 

none could read, except she did them teach” (10.19.2).  Fidelia must interpret the words of the 

Bible for Redcrosse and anyone else who seeks her counsel, for the “weaker wit of man could 

never reach” (10.19.5).  Perhaps the most puzzling piece of this stanza, however, occurs in the 

final lines: “For she was able, with her words to kill, / And raise again to life the hart, that she 

did thrill” (10.19.8–9), or pierce.  Upon examination of these bizarre lines, questions inevitably 

materialize.  Yes, Jesus Christ died for humanity’s sins and suffered so that others wouldn’t have 

to, but what does this mean for those who read and make meaning from the words of this “sacred 

Booke,” the Bible, that is written in his own blood?  Why is this book so apparently inaccessible 

to all but those, like Fidelia, who have the exclusive ability to interpret its words and “preach” 

their meaning to those who can’t understand or make meaning from them on their own?  And 

what power, exactly, do Fidelia’s words have, words that “kill” and yet subsequently “raise”?    
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 Even this examination of the strange, and ominous, aspects of Stanza 19 and the 

confusion that arises from it only scratches the surface, for beneath the obscure language of this 

passage lie significant implications for the foundational tenets of the Protestant faith.  To answer 

the questions posed by this pivotal stanza requires it to be thoroughly broken down.  As with any 

Spenserian stanza, it follows a distinct meter.  But towards the center, Spenser suddenly breaks 

the iambic pentameter when he says, “And heavenly documents thereout did preach” (10.19.4, 

emphasis added).  Clearly, this is an attempt to draw attention to the line and the word or phrase 

itself.  One must read on to learn, several lines later, that these “heavenly documents,” or 

doctrines, are “Of God, of grace, of justice, of free will” (10.19.6).  While it is telling that 

Spenser composes this sentence over the course of multiple lines, drawing it out and effectively 

distancing the descriptor of “heavenly” from the very doctrines it is describing—as if to beg the 

question, Exactly how “heavenly” are these doctrines? —he neglects to definitively lay out what 

it is exactly that these doctrines say about God, grace, justice, and free will.  It is clear that 

Fidelia is referring to a person’s path to salvation, but she fails to mention whether it is achieved 

through the “grace” and “justice” of “God” or by “free will.”  Furthermore, as reinforced in the 

previous stanza by the contradictions of “the wisedome of her words divine” (10.18.6) and her 

teaching “celestiall discipline” (10.18.8), it would appear that both faith and good works play a 

role in her instruction.  In other words, what makes Stanza 19, and those that surround it, so 

obscure is the ambiguity it produces, refusing to support the Protestant doctrines of sola fide and 

predestination or the Catholic doctrine of good works. 

 Indeed, this ambiguity is precisely the source of Redcrosse’s confusion in Canto 9.  […] 

[End of sample excerpt.] 
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