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MARTYR OF CONSCIENCE

Sir Thomas More (1478-1535), Franciscan Tertiary, was a Renaissance writer, philosopher, and lawyer. He was Chancellor of England under Henry VIII.

He led a very busy public life but found time for reflection, attending daily Mass, and even getting up at night to pray. He made sure his actions were informed by prayer so that he could confidently make the right decisions. He maintained a balance between action and contemplation. 


As a young man, Thomas wavered between joining the Carthusians or the Observant Franciscans. Both Orders faithfully observed the religious life. In the end, he abandoned the hope of becoming a priest or religious, because he mistrusted his powers of perseverance. However, he joined both the Carthusian monks and the Franciscan friars in being fiercely martyred for opposing the king.

More was indicted for high treason. He denied the chief charges of the indictment, and denounced Rich, the Solicitor-General and chief witness against him, as a perjurer. The jury found More guilty of treason and sentenced him to be hanged at Tyburn, but some days later this was changed by Henry to beheading on Tower Hill. Sir Thomas quipped that the severance of his head would do nothing to change his mind.

He wrote to his daughter Margaret, as we read in the Office of Readings, “I never stop trusting in God’s mercy. His grace has thus strengthened me to renounce everything – possessions, income, life itself – rather than take an oath against my conscience. God will either sway the king to do no more to me, or God will give me strength to bear courageously and willingly whatever further evils are in store for me.”


While a prisoner, he wrote a prayer in the margins of his Book of Hours (Divine Office):

“Give me thy grace, good Lord, 

to set the world at nought, 

to set my mind fast upon Thee, 

and not to hang upon the blast of men’s mouths.

To be content to be solitary,

not to long for worldly company.
Little and little utterly to cast off the world,

and rid my mind of all the business thereof.

To lean unto the comfort of God,

busily to labour to love him,
to buy the time again that I before have lost.”


We can learn from St Thomas More his loyalty to the Church during difficult times and his ability to distinguish the goodness of the Church from the poor actions of people within it.  We have to accept the limitations we find in the Church. Some Catholics can do scandalous, even criminal acts, but we have to look beyond that, as St Thomas More did. This doesn’t mean turning a blind eye when something goes wrong, but it does mean that we have to distinguish between the sinner and the sin. While abhorring the sin, we must not disown  the sinner who is still a member of the Church.
Let us work through negative situations and recognize the reality of Jesus Christ, the Risen Lord within the Church, despite the limitations of the people who belong to it and even officially represent it.


Let us pray that lawyers and judges and bishops, priests and religious and all of us will decide for gospel values and make it our sole aim to bring about a culture of life.

