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It has been estimated that in Queen Elizabeth's reign 2/3 of the English people were Catholic, but it didn't matter because the leaders and the middle classes were not. 

At the beginning of the 16th century most priests were illiterate, knew little Latin and not much scripture. Under Elizabeth standards improved and the clergy had to pass exams. The church began to actively recruit educated men in the universities. 
In 1500 the Roman Catholic Church was all powerful in Western Europe. There was no legal alternative. The Catholic Church jealously guarded its position and anybody who was deemed to have gone against the Catholic Church was labelled a heretic and burnt at the stake. The Catholic Church did not tolerate any deviance from its teachings as any appearance of ‘going soft’ might have been interpreted as a sign of weakness which would be exploited
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