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 Today is the feast day of two Catholic martyrs of the English Reformation, Saints Thomas More 

and John Fisher. On this day, 22nd June, in 1535, Cardinal John Fisher, Bishop of Rochester, in Kent, 

was executed on Tower Hill, in London, because he refused to say that King Henry VIII had supreme 

authority over the Church in England. Fourteen days later, Sir Thomas More, former Lord Chancellor 

of England, suffered the same fate, for the same reason. They stood out from other great men of their 

day, men who accepted the move towards royal absolutism, because both believed that there was a 

higher authority than the Government, a higher duty to which they must be loyal, despite the claims 

that the King and his ministers had over them. St Thomas and St John are often seen as martyrs of 

conscience, in a time of tyranny. Both were willing to die rather than say publically something they did 

not believe. They believed that the Church should be free to govern itself, which meant, in the final 

resort, that the Bishop of Rome, the Pope, was the ultimate earthly authority in Church matters. 

 Thomas More is known to us particularly as a character in Robert Bolt’s play, and film of the 

same name, A Man for All Seasons (1960). He is also a fictional character in Hilary Mantel’s recent 



Wolf Hall trilogy of novels (2009 – 2020). Bolt portrays More as a gentle and witty ‘hero of selfhood’; 

Mantel portrays him as an implacable persecutor of heretics. Both writers catch something of who 

More was, though neither shows much regard for history and little for evidence. It might be a more 

reliable way to come to an understanding of who Thomas More was by reading his literary works, 

available today in the Yale University Press edition of fifteen volumes, published between 1963 and 

1997. Thomas More, these books remind us, was one of the most significant literary figures of his 

times, as well as a major political, legal and religious figure in a period of history well known for 

controversy, division and ultimately violent conflict over what was true in religion. 

 What do Thomas More’s life and writings have to say to us in our time, also full of controversy, 

heated debate and much antagonism over religion? I would focus on three things. 

1. Thomas More knew about the plight of minorities and about civil disorder over their 

treatment: 

On the 1st May, 1517, known to history thereafter as ‘Evil May Day’, young apprentices in London 

attacked foreign residents, particularly Flemish workers and the bankers of Lombard Street. A mob 

went from Cheapside to St Martin le Grand, north of St Paul’s Cathedral, where they were met by the 

under-sheriff, Thomas More. More calmed them and tried to persuade them to go home. William 

Shakespeare, another writer who invented a fictional Thomas More, in a play he wrote with others, 

gives his character the following words, as he speaks to the rioters, after they demand that the 

foreigners go back to where they came from: 

 MORE: Grant them removed, and grant that this your noise 
 Hath chid down all the majesty of England. 
 Imagine that you see the wretched strangers, 
 Their babies at their backs, with their poor luggage, 
 Plodding to th’ports and coasts for transportation, 
 And that you sit as kings in your desires, 
 Authority quite silenced by your brawl, 
 And you in ruff of your opinions clothed: 
 What had you got? I’ll tell you: you had taught 
 How insolence and strong hand should prevail, 
 How order should be quelled. And by this pattern 
 Not one of you should live an aged man; 
 For other ruffians, as their fancies wrought, 
 With selfsame hand, self reason, and self right, 
 Would shark on you, and men, like ravenous fishes 
 Would feed on one another. 
 
Almost uncannily so, these seem words Thomas More might well have said: empathise, he tells the 

mob, with those who are poor, and with the strangers; respect the peace of others; keep civil order in 

your language and on the streets. Otherwise, you might be the next victim of naked power, wielded 

by those who only think of themselves.  

2. Thomas More knew what it was like to be persecuted for his Christian faith: 

Hilary Mantel emphasises an aspect of More that is true: as a law officer, he made himself a nuisance 

to heretics who in his times could end up being burnt to death. It’s difficult for us, in our time, to 

understand this. Certainly, More believed that there were limits to freedom of speech, but then so do 

we: we don’t allow ‘hate speech’. There’s no evidence, however, that More wanted to restrict 

freedom of thought. Nowadays, the tendency to restrict what other people can say and think is taking 



strange, informal and mob-like forms, particularly on (anti-?) social media. The definition of harmful 

language has become very stretched, beyond reason at times.  

In the end, Thomas More died because he was expected to say something he thought was against 

reason and against the law of God; so he refused, and the State killed him. For More, language and 

truth were intimately connected in an ultimately sacred way. Words, he believed, should be used in a 

way that respects their divine origin, and respects also the common sense of inherited meaning and 

general understanding. But consensus is wider than the views of the people who happen to be walking 

about: it includes the dead and the yet unborn. 

3. Thomas More knew about being shut up and locked in: 

More was a prisoner in the Tower of London for fourteen months until his execution. During this time 

he was given a curious interior freedom, evident in his Tower writings. He wrote letters to his family 

and to important people in the State; he wrote imaginative dialogues about persecution, and a 

meditation on the sufferings of Christ. He was finally able to think and write freely, no longer having 

to steer a difficult course between various responsibilities, to his family, the King and to God. None of 

us should wish ourselves or others in prison, but if it were to happen to us, we might pray that God 

would give us there his peculiar, abundant grace, such as that given to Thomas More. Even though the 

State took away his freedom, and then his life, More refused to say that what the King was doing was 

right. On the contrary, he said that there were things the King could not do, because they were against 

the law of God. Such a principle is as true in our time as it was in the sixteenth century.  

 In his recent book, The Power of Silence: Against the Dictatorship of Noise (2015), Cardinal 

Robert Sarah (pictured below) urges us to find silence in a world tyrannised by senseless babble, for 

example that of the endless chatter on social media. Interior silence, on the other hand, is a source of 

freedom, especially in captivity. Cardinal Sarah writes about St Maximilian Kolbe, who died in 

Auschwitz in 1941, and about the Tibhirine monks, who died in Algeria in 1996. He also speaks of 

Thomas More: ‘In similar circumstances [to those of Maximilian Kolbe], Saint Thomas More, who was 

imprisoned and then executed, prayed in the Tower of London for the grace “of worldly substance, 

friends, liberty, life and all, to set the loss at naught, for the winning of Christ.”’ In putting Christ before 

all things, Cardinal Sarah reminds us, we can keep a hold on our own humanity, and can respect the 

humanity of others – amidst the noise of those voices which would divide us. The value of silence 

directs us also to the value of words which, as St Benedict teaches, should be used carefully and 

sparingly, to build people up, not tear them down. 

St Thomas More and St John Fisher, pray for us. 

 

 

Cardinal Robert Sarah 

 



 

‘Silence is more important than any other human work. Because it expresses God. The true 

revolution comes from silence; it leads us toward God and others so as to place us humbly and 

generously at their service.’ 

The Power of Silence: Against the Dictatorship of Noise, p. 54. (Ignatius Press, 2015). 
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