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ABSTRACT 
The purpose of this thesis is to present Sir Thomas More's 
views on the sacrament of Holy Orders with particular 
reference to the English clergy using as evidence More's own 
writings and relevant manuscript material as well as various 
other contemporary sources. 

The discussion of More's activity as ecclesiastical 
patron, based on manuscript sources, will illuminate this 
previously undocumented aspect of his involvement in clerical 
affairs. It will indicate how far his views on the English 
clergy are corroborated by those priests he presented to 
benefices in addition to providing us with a detailed look at 
the problems associated with early 16th Century patronage. 

More's activity as a royal councillor, seen through his 
own eyes and revealed in his writings and other sources, will 
be discussed as it touches on the English spiritualty. 
Particular attention will be paid to the development of 
More's criticisms of the clergy and his emerging 
understanding of the sacrament of Orders as it took shape in 
his polemical career. 

His duties as Lord Chancellor, particularly his campaign 
against heretics in England and heretical writings abroad, 
will be presented as well as his opposition to secular 
statutory reforms of the clerical estate. More's activity as 
secular judge of clerical litigants in the courts of Star 
Chamber and Chancery will be analysed on the basis of 
manuscript evidence of those courts and his own comments 
found in his published and private writings. 

Finally, More's concluding remarks on both controversial 
doctrinal issues and the part played by the English clergy in 
the Henrician Reformation (to 1535) will be discussed as it 
is found in the works written from the Tower. 
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In the decades preceding the Henrician Reformation, the 

English clergy was not a homogeneous body. Only in a general 

sense was it comprised of men who shared a common understanding 

of the Church, who were guided by even broadly similar 

conceptions of their vocations and obligations, or who were 

dependent on the same institutions for their support and 

maintenance. The discussion which follows will briefly sketch 

the state of the English Church in the half-century before the 

Reformation Parliament in order to bring to light the diverse 

nature of the English clergy surrounding Thomas More. 

Changing social conditions in the late middle ages were 

altering the terms of the interplay between secular and 

religious life. The thorough blending of the ecclesiastical 

leadership with the political institutions in England, 

epitomized by clerical occupation of the highest governmental 

positions, had been completed by the middle of the 15th 

Century. Despite this apparent unity, considerable areas of 

interest to both parties in authority provided fuel for 

competition between Church and state. Struggle for control of 

these areas usually resulted in a tenuous balance with neither 

side willing to risk a head-on confrontation. Churchmen 

performed their dual roles, immediately obedient to the king 

while distantly acknowledging their traditional dependence on 

Rome. Political theory allowed for the alliance of secular and 

ecclesiastical authority--and certainly the vested interests of 

the ruling class encouraged it-- but the ultimate theoretical 

subordination of secular political interests to a supra- 

national ecclesiastical authority disallowed for any complete 

coincidence of interests. In practice, questions relating to 

the autonomy of secular government could not remain long 



2 
unresolved, and by the end of the 14th Century secular control 

of the more consequential positions (e. g. bishoprics and heads 

of the wealthier houses of regulars) in the English Church was 

well on the way toward the hegemony later legislated by the 

Reformation Parliament of the early 1530s. In his own realm, a 

king would be king. (1) 

Increasing secularization in all levels of society meant 

that the religious sphere was drawn into the secular without 

altering its self-proclaimed function despite the very real 

change in its actual position. This shift, away from a clear 

perception of its responsiblities in the economy of salvation, 

drew the clergy into positions of secular authority for which 

they had no clear rationale. Being educated, they became 

temporal rulers or bureaucrats. The churchman who 

unhesitatingly accepted a position as an agent of secular 

government could virtually cease to dwell in the Church. Of 

course, so long as the issues placed before him did not test 

his allegiance in areas where jurisdiction was claimed by both 

Church and state, no problems arose which could not be resolved 

through normal processes. So long as those processes were 

acceptable to the Crown, the English clergy was left to govern 

its own members, exercise its legitimate control over 

Englishmen, and maintain its independent system of courts. 

Immediate control of the Church in England was largely in 

the hands of the bishops. But by gaining legal control through 

the courts over the source of episcopal revenue (the 

temporalities and land), the king was able to exert a 

1 See Tierney's essay "Public Expediency and Natural Law" in 
Authority and Power, ed. Tierney and Linehan, Cambridge, 1980, 
167-182. 
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significant influence over his prelates from an early date. (2) 

Prelates, drawn out of their pastoral context by involvement 

with their large holdings and the management of the revenues 

generated by them, increasingly resembled lay lords. Royal 

service became more of a means and less of a threat to the 

episcopacy and other high ranking positions in the Church were 

soon given, under the fiction of election, to royal servants. 

By the end of the 15th Century, the rampant worldliness of the 

ecclesiastical leadership was clearly perceived and frequently 

attacked by many who desired to recall prelates to their 

ecclesiastical responsibilities away from the business of 

running the country. But the process which had drawn the higher 

clergy out of their pastoral context was irreversible. Because 

they had willingly placed themselves at the disposal of the 

king and had become indispensable to the normal operation of 

secular government, the higher clergy found themselves 

powerless to assert their independence when at last the lines 

were drawn. 

The intermediate and lower levels of the clergy were made 

up of those who had little or no access to royal or episcopal 

patronage and relied upon family ties for their appointments. 

Because they were less important and therefore less prominent, 

the parish curates, the chantry priests, the cloistered 

regulars, and even the unbeneficed priests were less prone to 

adopt the worldliness of their superiors. At the local level, 

members of the lower clergy (e. g. the parish curate) wielded 

some authority--all of which derived from their position as 

representative of the Church militant. If they could not be 

2 See R. Rodes, Jr., Lay Authority and the Reformation in 
the English Church, Notre Dame and London, 1982,4. 
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criticised for their involvement in the world of politics, 

their slack morals, ignorance, and lack of vocation made them 

the target for men such as Colet and More. 

Put simply, the Church at all levels was suffering from an 

erosion of its spiritual discipline as a consequence of its 

involvement with secular affairs. Bishops, too busy in 

government to attend to the needs of their sees, permitted 

abuses at the local level to remain unreformed. The higher the 

level one looked in the Church, the more spectacular the 

erosion. 

Ecclesiastical England was divided into two provinces, 

each under the ordinary jurisdiction of an archbishop who had 

final authority in all ecclesiastical cases except those 

reserved for the Curia. (3) The provinces were divided into 

dioceses, each under the jurisdiction of its bishop, and 

further divided into archdeaconries and parishes, the latter 

numbering approximately 9,000 at a mean density of one per 3 to 

4 square miles. In addition to these secular churches, there 

were an estimated 800 houses of regulars, ranging from tiny, 

decayed houses to huge, spectacular (and spectacularly wealthy) 

abbeys such as Westminster. (4) Various estimates put the 

strength of the secular clergy at roughly 12-13,000 in a total 

population of approximately 3,000,000. The regulars certainly 

3 See J. A. F. Thomson, Popes and Princes, 1417-1517, 
London, 1980,110 ff. 

4 P. Heath, The English Parish Clergy on the Eve of the 
Reformation, London, 1980,27; P Hughes, The Reformation in 
England, 3 vols., London, 1950-54, v. 1, chapter II. See also 
Knowles, The Religious Orders in England, 3 vols., vol. III 'The 
Tudor Age', Cambridge, 1959,473. The Benedictines had a virtual 
monopoly of houses of regulars with incomes exceeding £1000 per 
annum by the time of the Valor Ecclesiasticus. 
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numbered in the thousands, although their population has proven 

almost impossible to gauge. (5) England was indeed well 

endowed with clergy. Whether it needed as many as it had and 

whether those it had were providing adequate spiritual care 

were two questions which were beginning to occupy men's 

attention as the 15th Century came to a close. 

The higher clergy, both secular and regular, controlled 

vast resources which were frequently tapped by the government 

although attempts to gain access to this source of revenue were 

not always successful. The Church managed to block a move in 

the early 1400s to confiscate the temporalities of the clergy 

for a limited time in order to improve the king's financial 

position following the wars against Wales and Scotland but a 

century later England's clergy were driven to the brink of 

bankruptcy by one of their own. (6) Wolsey's expensive foreign 

policy in the 1520s came very close to achieving that end 

through a series of extra-legal loans and planned defaults by 

the government. Perhaps because it was such a valuable 

resource, clerical finances were jealously protected by the 

5 One historian estimates the numbers of regulars at around 
11,000 although that number seems quite high, particularly for 
the late 15th Century. See A. Dickens, The English Reformation, 
Fontana Books, 1981 edn., 80; Hughes, The Reformation in England, 
If 36,40-44. See especially Hughes, op. cit., 70 where he comes 
up with the reasonable figure of 15,000 men (and women) in Holy 
Orders or Vows, a figure that includes both secular and regular 
clergy. 

6 F. Heal, Of Prelates and Princes, Cambridge, 1980,14, 
65ff, 91ff. The later forced loan in 1491 to Henry VII cost 
Archbishop Morton almost half his yearly income--a sobering 
reminder that wealthy churchmen were expected to contribute 
heavily to royal schemes. 
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king--direct papal taxes were permitted infrequently. (7) 

Between 1336 and 1534, no pope was able to levy a mandatory tax 

(at the standard rate of 1/10) on the English clergy, and 

during this same time only five subsidies were granted by them 

to Rome despite almost incessant demands. The crown's 

reluctance to allow a foreign claim to drain the coffers of his 

clergy is understandable--the king normally received more than 

twice as much from these coffers than did the pope. (8) 

Although never ceded by the papacy, by the close of the 

15th Century, the right to present a priest to a see lay 

ultimately with the crown. This did not mean that the crown 

alone was able to present but that the king's wishes had to be 

accommodated. Since 1215 when the royal conge'd'elire had to 

preceed, and the king's assent to follow, the election of a 

bishop by the dean and chapter of a cathedral, secular concerns 

had played a large part in the process of choosing England's 

bishops. (9) It should be noted that although the spiritual 

lords were beholden to the crown, they could and did dissent 

from secular legislation running counter to their spiritual 

obligations. Thus they withheld their support in parliament 

from the Statute of Provisors in 1351 (and likewise from the 

Statute of Praemunire), but to little effect. (10) 

Papal influence in episcopal affairs was still felt 

7 W. Lunt, Financial Relations of the Papacy with England, 
1327-1534, Cambridge (Mass. ), 1962,131 ff. 

8 J. A. F. Thomson, The Transformation of Medieval 
England, 1370-1529, London, 1983,321. These figures do not take 
into account the extortion of the 1530s when the clergy was 
forced to purchase its pardon from the penalties of praemunire. 

9 R. Phillimore, The Ecclesiastical Law of the Church of 
England, 2 Vols., London, 1873,1140. 

10 F. W. Maitland, The Constitutional History of England, 
Cambridge, 1946,186-87. 
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through the process of translation, but the high cost of 

service taxes and annates accompanying translations would 

easily bankrupt most sees if demanded too often. As always, 

there was an attempt to avoid direct confrontation between 

papal and royal interests. The king could fill the vacant sees 

and the pope could shuffle the bishops among them, but if the 

former demanded, the latter acquiesced. Perhaps the best 

indication that a royal candidate was assured his see prior to 

papal confirmation was the practice of bestowing that see's 

temporalities on the bishop-to-be prior to his election or 

translation. (11) 

Nominees to bishoprics were drawn increasingly from the 

ranks of the secular clergy who had distinguished themselves by 

capable service to the crown. (12) Prior to this'period the 

episcopal office frequently held the sons of noble families, 

who furnished the Church with 20 bishops in the years between 

1350 and 1480. The decline in noble prelates--England had only 

one from 1480 to 1529--has been variously interpreted but the 

most convincing explanation hinges on two factors: the king's 

desire to create a powerful group of prelates dependent on 

royal favor for their position, and a rise in the number of 

opportunities outside the Church in which the aristocratic sons 

could make and guard their fortunes. (13) By the late 1400s, 

nominees were well educated in law, both secular and Canon 

though perhaps the greater number had received education in 

11 A. H. Thompson, The English Clergy and their 
Organization in the Later Middle Ages, Oxford, 1947,31. 

12 Thompson, The English Clergy and their organization, 38- 
39. 

13 See J. A. F. Thomson, The Transformation of Medieval 
England, 1370-1529,308 and A. Thompson, The English Clergy and 
their Organization, 42. 



8 

areas more suited to their governmental activities than Canon 

law or theology. (14) 

Knowledge of civil and common law was becoming 

increasingly important. Confrontations between secular and 

ecclesiastical jurisdictions were were played out largely in 

the courts. By claiming cognizance of certain matters, the 

secular arm was able to remove from ecclesiastical jurisdiction 

large areas of what had formerly been under the control of 

Canon law. An example is seen in the control of church 

patronage exercised through the advowson. By defining this 

right of presentation as temporal property, secular courts were 

able to restrict access to English benefices. (15) As a result 

of this shift in jurisdiction, some tithe matters were brought 

into the secular courts. By claiming that loss of tithes 

jeopardized his right of patronage--a right protected by 

statute--a plaintiff could remove his case from ecclesiastical 

competence. This stratagem was of course limited to certain 

cases and much tithe litigation remained properly under Church 

control. Although the rate, amount, and manner of payment of 

tithes still fell under the jurisdiction of ecclesiastical 

courts, cases involving matters claimed by both court systems 

were frequently resolved in favor of secular courts. (16) As a 

14 Bowker presents typical bishops of the diocese of Lincoln 
and their record of royal service. See Bowker, The Secular Clergy 
in the Diocese of Lincoln, 1495-1520, Cambridge, 1968,15. See 
also Heal, of Prelates and Princes, 95. 

15 See Thomson, The Transformation of Medieval England, 1370- 
1529,323ff. for a discussion of Lyndwood's acceptance of royal 
authority and a discussion of the decline in the number of church 
cases consequent to the rise in cases at common law. See also 
F. W. Maitland, Roman Canon Law in the Church of England, London, 
1898,63. The statute in question concerning advowsons as 
temporal property is 16 Ric. II c. 15. 

16 Maitland, Roman Canon Law and the Church of England, 56. 
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rule, common law courts were competent to hear all tithe 

litigation arising from tithes assessed on new sources of 

income not covered by ancient custom. This was obviously 

important in a changing economy as older forms of economic 

activity such as agriculture gave way to rising trade and 

manufacturing sectors. (17) Furthermore, because ecclesiastical 

judges had no jurisdiction over land, another important element 

in Church finances lay beyond its reach. (18) 

Naturally, the encroachment upon what the Church regarded 

as its territory provoked opposition among the prelates. Bishop 

Nix requested Archbishop Warham to excommunicate those who 

resorted to threats of praemunire in order to increase secular 

competence over ecclesiastical affairs. (19)But in the main, 

spiritual censorship proved to be ineffective as*a means of 

exerting authority over common law courts and their judges. 

Because both systems claimed more than either permitted, a 

balance based on peaceful settlements was the preferred 

solution. In general, only the most important or difficult 

cases aroused controversy. 

The intricate and potentially explosive relationship 

existing between common and Canon law was never adequately 

codified until the close of the Reformation Parliament. 

Certain notorious cases had illustrated the need for a 

definitive statement long before 1529. Perhaps the most 

17 Houlbrooke, Church Courts and the People during the 
English Reformation, 1520-1570, Oxford, 1979,133. 

18 See N. Adams, 'The Judicial Conflict over Tithes' in 
English Historical Review (hereafter cited as EHR), 52, (1937), 
1-22, and Thomson, 'Tithe Disputes in Later Medieval London', 
EHR, 78, (1963), 1-17. See also Houlbrooke, Church Courts and the 
People, 90. 

19 Houlbrooke, Church Courts and the People, 9. 
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celebrated of these confrontations was the debate over 'benefit 

of clergy' in 1515. At the time of this debate there was 

flagrant abuse of the longstanding act permitting clerics to be 

tried exclusively by ecclesiastical courts. Nothing definitive 

resulted from the heated argument between Fr. Standish and 

Abbot Kidderminster save perhaps the strengthening of the 

crown's de facto position as final arbiter in such delicate 

matters, but behind the scenes a considerable change had taken 

place. 

By the 15th Century, secular courts had been trying many 

clerics who claimed immunity from their jurisdiction on the 

basis of their ecclesiastical status. In these cases, the 

secular courts would determine an accused's guilt or innocence 

before handing him over to his ordinary for trial under Church 

law. This double trial of men who 'claimed clergy' produced a 

particular innovation--an accused would wait until the secular 

court had reached its verdict before notifying it of his 

clerical status. If convicted, he would 'claim his clergy' and 

be released to the ecclesiastical courts to complete his 

purgation. If acquitted, his silence over his status meant no 

further trial was necessary. Clerics who made their status 

known to secular courts before the trial were nonetheless tried 

and untimately delivered over to their ordinary as 'quietus'or 

'convictus'--and faced another trial. The cleric who was so 

delivered faced only inconvenience as reversal of a secular 

court's acquittal by a Church court was extremely rare. In the 

case of high treason, convicted clerics in theory ought to have 

been degraded before sentence against them was executed, but in 

1532 a priest was hanged for clipping coin without first having 
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been stripped of his Orders--which caused many churchmen to 

protest. (20) Increasing numbers of clergy--and this term 

extended to those in minor orders, a fact which prompted the 

1515 debate--tried their luck as laymen pending the outcome of 

the trial simply for reasons of expediency. Priests who entered 

lay pleas must have known that there was a higher acquittal 

rate for those clerks who entered a lay plea than for those who 

initially pleaded their immune status. (21) 

The debate in 1515 did not center on the validity of this 

privilege as such. Although initially presented during the 

wrangling over permitting those in minor orders to claim 

immunity, the major issue focused on the secular claim that an 

ecclesiastical law had to be 'received' in England in order to 

be valid. Ironically, it was a churchman who defended secular 

interests. As noted above, the debate was never adequately 

resolved. 

The bishops were the most important churchmen in England. 

They held the equivalent rank of Baron in the upper house of 

parliament and were often important members of the Privy 

Council (or what functioned as the Privy Council in earlier 

reigns) and other influential bodies of secular government. In 

the ecclesiastical arena they were meant to supervise all 

clergy (with certain notable exceptions, e. g. exempt mendicant 

20 L. C. Gabel, Benefit of Clergy in the Later Middle Ages, 
New York, repr. 1969,113. For the account of the priest hung for 
clipping coin, see The Reports of Sir John Spelman, ed. J Baker, 
Selden Society 93 and 94 (1976-77), v. I, 49. The incident is also 
mentioned in the Grey Friars Chronicle, ed. R. Howlett, in 
Monumenta Franciscana, Rolls Series 4 (1882), v. II, 194. 

21 See LPIII, 854(19) for a list of persons, ranging from 
laborer to plumber who were described as 'clericus convictus'. 
See also Gabel, Benefit of Clergy in the Later Middle Ages, 47. 
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orders) within their see. The main organ for episcopal control 

in a diocese was the court system. This, coupled with 

canonically obligatory visitations at stated intervals, 

provided what appeared to be a sound vehicle for pastoral 

supervision. (22) 

Bishops were technically meant to be resident in their 

diocese, but resident bishops were the exception and had been 

for some time. (23) Routine visitations throughout the diocese 

were required by Canon law but were rarely carried out by the 

bishop himself despite the obvious ill effects of such 

irresponsibility. (24) At the parish level, incumbents backed by 

powerful patrons and large religious houses would often be able 

to ignore episcopal officials but would rarely risk 

confrontation with the bishop in person. 

Generally all bishops relied heavily on a staff of well 

trained officers who in turn entrusted the archdeacons with 

much of the routine supervision of the parochial clergy. Many 

episcopal officers and archdeacons thereby gained valuable 

experience which would later elevate them to the episcopacy. 

How well the diocese was administered depended largely on the 

degree of involvement of these higher officials in response to 

the demands of the bishop. Bishop Fox ordered his archdeacons 

22 Houlbrooke, Church Courts and the People, 29. 

23 Phillimore, The Ecclesiastical Law of the Church of 
England, 61. For an indictment of Wolsey as an absentee bishop, 
see Hughes, The Reformation in England, I, 80. 

24 Thompson, The English Clergy and their organization, 45. 
See also Houlbrooke, Church Courts and the People, 29. 
Visitations were meant to be triennial but in Norwich they were 
sexennial, and other variations on this score were permitted. 
Bowker points out that resident bishops would be more effective 
in forcing compliance from offenders through his personal 
prestige than would a diocesean official wielding delegated 
authority. See Bowker, The Secular Clergy in the Diocese of 
Lincoln, 20. 
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to conduct their visitations in person to ensure the proper 

care of churches, the residence of their parish clergy, and the 

obedience of all under his ordinary jurisdiction. Failure to 

do so resulted in the dismissal of an archdeacon in 

Winchester. (25) 

The most important deputy, the bishop's resident deputy, 

was the vicar general. In addition, he employed a commissary 

general, an official principal, a chancellor, and various 

suffrage nbishops. Each official in turn had a staff supported 

by benefices and fees. The major offices could be combined 

under the same man (although with a-proper division of his 

various staffs) but given that these offices were used as 

rewards for loyal service, it was unusual for a bishop to 

concentrate his patronage on one person. (26) The size and 

opulence of diocesan administrative machinery must have been 

daunting to those who visited their bishop during his residence 

in the diocese. Suitors presenting their cases were met with a 

barrage of demands for money by officials at each level of the 

administration. (27) 

At the parish level, the archdeacons were the oculus 

episcopi, sharing responsibility with the bishop's commissary 

courts for policing the clergy as well as parishioners accused 

of certain offences. The archdeacon held visitations and his 

courts acted upon information presented by parish churchwardens 

in addition to cases undertaken ex officio. In general the 

25 Houlbrooke, Church Courts and the People, 31. 

26 See Bowker, The Secular Clergy in the Diocese of Lincoln, 
36. Under both Smith and Longland, the offices of vicar general, 
commisary general, chancellor, and official principal were often 
held by a single man. 

27 Thompson, The English Clergy and their organization, 46. 
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archdeacons dealt with pastoral questions involving lay and 

clerical morals while the commissary courts, presided over by 

the vicar general, heard cases touching the more serious 

matters of clerical residency, pluralism, and maintenance of 

church fabric. Both courts were routinely able to hear matters 

involving tithes and probate although weighty litigation was 

likely to find its way from the archdeacon to the bishop's 

higher courts. 

The most important cases came before the episcopal courts, 

the highest of which was the consistory court meeting in the 

cathedral or bishop's residence. Cases on appeal from 

archdeaconate and commissary courts, cases involving criminous 

clerks and heretics all came under the jurisdiction of the 

consistory court from which there was no appeal save to Rome. 

In addition, the bishop had a court of audience in which he 

personally (however infrequently) could administer justice. 

This court, potentially the most effective tool for diocesan 

administration, could hear cases on appeal from all other 

ecclesiastical courts in the diocese save consistory as well as 

matters arising out of the direct intervention of the bishop 

himself. Usually the chancellor presided over this court but 

certain bishops--those known to have taken a personal interest 

in the administration of their diocese--favored their court of 

audience. Bishop Atwater conducted his court 84 of the 133 

times it is recorded to have met, a figure which compares 

favorably with his successor's record of 2 out of 220. (28) 

According to one study of the diocese of London, an 

important example of 'secularization' was occurring during this 

period. Based on a study of the London commissary court from 

28 Bowker, The Secular Clergy in the Diocese of Lincoln, 19. 
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1471 to 1514, it was concluded that litigants who brought suit 

in this court were not meeting with satisfaction due largely to 

the low enforcement-- or high acquittal-- rates. (29) The reason 

for this was seen to be a result of the canonical system in 

general which was failing to meet the changing concepts of 

justice in an urban area. Canonical procedure based on 

purgation was designed primarily to meet the needs of a 

community in which imprisonment or heavy fines imposed on the 

guilty party would only exacerbate the divisive elements which 

had produced the litigation in the first place. The procedure 

used in ecclesiastical courts had no means of establishing 

guilt or innocence and indeed this was not its aim. Instead it 

provided a means (purgation) whereby the accuser and the 

accused could both remain within the compass of community 

mores. In London, and perhaps elsewhere, social cohesiveness 

was becoming less important than legal satisfaction and the 

subsequent punishment of offenders. For this the common law 

courts, and increasingly the equity courts of the council, 

provided the only remedy. It is interesting to note that at the 

same time the common law courts themselves were experiencing a 

relative drop in litigants due to their own inability to 

provide satisfactory results in those cases proper to their 

competence. The well-documented rise in importance of equity 

jurisdiction pointed to the need for a less congested, more 

flexible system than that offered by a moribund common law. 

Ironically, it was Canon law, in which judges were given 

extraordinary leeway in pronouncing sentences, that could have 

provided an easy solution. Wunderli concludes that although 

29 R. Wunderli, London Church Courts and Society on the Eve 
of the Reformation, Cambridge (Mass. ), 1981,138. 
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Canon law judges were trained in equity, they still lost 

business to common law courts because of their 'soft' methods 

of justice. (30) Despite the fact that cases could normally be 

appealed from the commissary courts, the total number of cases 

brought before them was dropping, which suggests that litigants 

were not relying on the appellate system as an ultimate 

safeguard of their interests. Higher ecclesiastical courts, 

with the exception of the court of audience, would probably 

have proved as outmoded in London as the lower ones. 

It was among the parish clergy that the organization and 

functioning of the English Church revealed its most immediate 

successes and failures. A wide variety of men sought Holy 

Orders for a wide variety of reasons. Motives which impelled 

men into orders included a desire for financial gain, immunity 

from- secular prosecution (although this was becoming less 

meaningful to those in minor orders), and a legitimate 

spiritual vocation. On the whole each diocese reflected the 

quality of its bishop and higher clergy. in the quality of 

spiritual care found at the parish level, yet the parish curate 

moved within a nexus of local factors unimagined by many of his 

superiors. If a man entered the priesthood for worldly 

considerations, he would find it easy or hard to realize his 

ambitions depending on the local atmosphere. Vigilant 

archdeacons and conscientious patrons could frustrate ill- 

intentioned priests as easily as carelessness could further 

them. But no amount of local supervision could prevent the 

well-born or well-connected from gliding quickly up the ladder 

of benefices. 

30 Wunderli, London Church Courts and Society, 139. 
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Recent studies have seen the two greatest failings at the 

parish level as pluralism (and the related problem of non- 

residence) and the lack of education in the clergy. Non- 

residence in a diocese could affect as much as a quarter of its 

parishes and in some parishes was reported as ongoing for over 

twenty years. (31) Analysis of the records indicates that 

financial motives were behind most cases. Livings valued at 

less than £4 per annum were rarely vacant, while those bringing 

in a more considerable income, and thereby attracting the 

attention of the financially motivated, stood a much higher 

chance of having a non-resident rector. (32) Local authorities 

were either powerless or careless in dealing with this problem 

and while some bishops tried to address it, clearly more effort 

was needed if any progress was to be made. Most reformers 

agreed that pluralism involved two factors: lack of scrutiny in 

admitting men to higher orders and the lack of vigilance by the 

higher clergy. 

Prelates themselves contributed to the problem of 

pluralism by retaining large staffs salaried by benefices, and 

royal patrons continued to use their advowsons as a convenient 

means of rewarding civil servants at no cost to themselves. 

Wherever a patron was in possession of a lucrative benefice 

31 gowker, The Secular Clergy in the Diocese of Lincoln, 90- 
96. 

32 Ibid., 96. Pluralism involving cure of souls was made 
illegal by Pope John XXII's Bull 'Execrabilis' in 1317. Rectors 
were meant to reside in their cures, and were to resign all but 
one such cure. Any not resigned were to be considered vacant, 
and those vacated by either resignation or default due to the 
papal bull were to be considered the property (i. e. in the gift 
of) of the pope. This bull went into effect the following year 
in England yet ultimately it was the king (Edward III) 
who presented to these empty livings. By the early 16th Century 
there were again thousands of illegal and legal (by dispensation) 
pluralists and the bull was considered meaningless. 
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there was a great temptation to use it for the furthering of 

his own interests. The effects of pluralism and non-residence 

were rarely felt by those responsible. Wealthy lay patrons did 

not depend on the parish curate for their spiritual needs and 

bishops careless enough to permit unlicensed or excessive 

pluralism while aware of its detrimental consequences to their 

parishes displayed a curious short-sightedness. Much of the 

business of the church courts centered on the consequences of 

non-residence and pluralism. 

For the parish, non-residence could mean many things. The 

parish could be left without a priest to perform the 

sacramental duties necessary entailing long journeys to a 

neighboring parish. Without a resident priest, there would be 

no one to keep the school and instruct the children. Often the 

resident substitute was chronically underpaid, leaving him only 

marginally better off than the parishioners. Among other 

things, this increased the chances that the rector's part of 

the parish church, the chancel, lay in disrepair. If the 

church itself were ruinous due to neglect, the curate could 

face lengthy court proceedings. If he bothered at all with 

repairing it, there was usually no question of being able to 

finance the repairs himself. Neglect of the fabric could be 

mirrored by neglect of the cure. Such stipendary curates were 

often incapable of increasing the religious sophistication of 

his parish, a factor which was to become more important in the 

religious debates of the 1520s and 30s. 

While many non-resident priests were enriching themselves 

at the expense of their parish or parishes, (and the effect of 

removing the largest portion of the tithe money or goods from 

the local economy for years on end could be disastrous ) the 
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case was reversed for their stipendaries. Bowker calculates 

the average yearly wage of a stipendary curate in 1526 to be a 

little over £5 in a period of sustained price rises. 

Furthermore, since 1496 an additional financial strain was 

placed on the poorer clergy in the form of a broadened range of 

taxation which now touched those clerics previously deemed too 

poor to pay. This may help explain the fact that in 1517-1520 

in most of those areas investigated in Lincoln, defects in the 

chancel (i. e. the responsibility of the rector) were the most 

frequent faults reported. If a rector were unwilling to repair 

his church, it is clear that an ill-paid curate would not make good 

the damage. The exacting behaviour of curates with respect to 

fees and spiritualities due them by the parish may have stemmed 

from abject poverty rather than from greed. (33) 

Because non-residence and pluralism were closely related 

we need not condemn the whole parish clergy for what was 

obviously the fault of a particular type. Parishes did have 

resident rectors and vicars whose pastoral services were 

available on a permanent basis. It was those clerics who had 

higher aspirations that contributed the larger share to the 

problem of non-residence and especially to that of pluralism. 

The rising sons of local gentry did not content themselves with 

service to the Church at the parish level. Bowker has 

calculated that in Lincoln between 1496 and 1520. there were 

2,999 vacancies for the 1,655 men ordained without prior 

possession of a benefice. Yet during this time there was 

33 See Bowker, The Secular Clergy in the Diocese of 
Lincoln, 127.144; Heath, The English Parish Clergy, 24-25; M. 
Zell, "Economic Problems of the Parochial Clergy in the Sixteenth 
Century", in Princes and Paupers in the English Church 1500-1600, 
eds. O'Day and Heal, Leicester, 1981,19-43. 
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intense competition for those livings due to pluralism. (34) 

Obviously some men were retaining benefices in plurality 

legitimately, and not all vacancies involved cure of souls. But 

a large part did involve pastoral care and could not be held in 

plurality without official permission and then priests were 

technically limited to possession of only two cures. 

Competition for such benefices did not ease until the total 

number of men entering the priesthood began to decline 

following the second decade of the 16th Century. (35) 

Many parishes supported not only a curate but several 

auxillary priests who entertained hopes of someday working 

their way to possession of their own benefice. They were 

typically chaplains (36) who could outnumber incumbents by a 

factor of two, chantry priests (37) and other functionaries 

whose insecure position offered neither the relative security 

of a stipend nor the hedge against poverty afforded by access 

to a glebe in an age of rising prices. These priests endured 

years of near destitution in the hopes of advancement. Once in 

possession of a living after working up through the ranks, such 

34 gowker, The Secular Clergy in the Diocese of Lincoln, 70- 
74. 

35 See the graph presented in Bowker, ' The Henrician 
Reformation and the Parish Clergy', Bulletin of the Institute of 
Historical Research (cited hereafter as BIHR), 50, (1977), 30-47, 
33. 

36 Heath, The English Parish Clergy �21. 
37 A. Kreider, English Chantries; The Road to Dissolution, 

Cambridge (Mass. ), 1979,87-89. Chantries were on the decline by 
the end of the 15th Century but by no means uncommon. The crown 
was making it difficult for land to be given to the Church due to 
'mortmain' legislation, but enterprising lawyers made use of 
trusts and other devices to ensure the continuation of chantry 
foundations. See also F. Maitland, The Constitutional History of 
England, 224 ff. for a discussion of trusts. 
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a priest was unlikely to rise much higher. (38) In addition to 

the active priests, a parish might support an ex-incumbent on a 

pension which further increased the strain placed on a living's 

income. In certain parishes where the living was too small to 

attract any secular priests, houses of canons were founded to 

ensure proper pastoral care despite the interference cure of 

souls presented to most regulars. (39) 

The quality of spiritual life in a parish varied with the 

quality of the parish curate. Judging from visitation records 

most parishes in England enjoyed tolerable care. Priests 

performed their duties in such a manner that complaints to 

churchwardens or during visitations rarely centered on the 

curate's failure to execute his canonical obligations. In a 

list of cases in Lincoln for the period 1517-1521, corrected to 

account for all parishes, the overwhelming majority of parishes 

felt-satisfied with the spiritual care they received. In many 

parishes however, there was dissatisfaction with the personal 

behaviour of the priest. A much higher incidence of complaints 

or suspicions (which could be serious or spurious) concerning 

the priest's personal life shows that adequate spiritual care 

and exemplary conduct did not always go hand in hand. (40) 

Finding a suitable curate was largely the responsibility 

of the patron of a living. Every beneficed clergyman was 

38 Bowker, 'The Henrician Reformation and the Parish 
Clergy', 34. 

39 Even some of these regulars were non-resident. Where 
regulars were patrons, efforts to compel them to present secular 
priests to livings had been unsuccessful. See Bowker, The Secular 
Clergy in the Diocese of Lincoln, 100; Thompson, The English 
Clergy and their Organization, 119-120; Heath, The English Parish 
Clergy, 175-180. 

40 Heath, The English Parish Clergy , 104 ff; Bowker, The 
Secular Clergy in the Diocese of Lincoln, 114-116; Hughes, The 
Reformation in England, 1,103-4. 
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steered toward his living by a patron and many patrons had 

multiple advowsons at their disposal which allowed them 

considerable influence in local affairs. An enlightened use of 

patronage would have gone far in alleviating the unhappy state 

of many parishes. Cynical acceptance of abuses in presenting 

unsuitable candidates to benefices can perhaps be more readily 

excused in cases of lay patronage than in those where patronage 

was in the hands of clergy. In Lincoln, a diocese in which 

almost half the patronage was in the hands of regulars, a non- 

residence rate close to 25% was reported between 1495 and 

1520. (41) If the Church was attracting many who had little 

inclination to reside in a cure or no intention of fulfilling 

their pastoral obligations, it was also quite willing to 

tolerate such men within its parish clergy. The regulars 

further augmented the problem by allowing many ordinands to 

claim a title from their houses despite the fact that many such 

claims were bogus. In York, for example, every title was 

supplied by a religious house in 1511 (42) although it is 

certain that many houses would have been unable to make good on 

their sponsorships if pressed. The point is, they were never 

pressed and could rest assured that they never would be. The 

title, once used to ensure proper maintenance of unbeneficed 

clergy, had become a legal fiction. (43) 

The other main complaint of critics and reformers focused 

on clerical education. As lay literacy increased there was a 

41 For figures on regulars as patrons, see Bowker, The 
Secular Clergy in the Diocese of Lincoln, 90; Bowker, 'The 
Henrician Reformation and the Parish Clergy', 39. 

42 Heath, The English Parish Clergy, 21. 

43 Bowker, 'The Henrician Reformation and the Parish 
Clergy', 34. 



23 

demand for greater sophistication in the spiritual instruction 

given by the Church. Theologians and university-trained clergy 

had always existed at the upper ends of the clerical scale yet 

they were rarely in a position to transmit their knowledge 

directly to the lay population. It was upon the shoulders of 

the parish curate that much of the burden of Christian teaching 

rested. And while we can assume that clerical education rose in 

step with lay learning, the type of education offered to the 

clergy was not particularly well suited for handling questions 

dealing with new ideas, to say nothing of explicitly heretical 

or anticlerical matters. Indeed, if highly educated men like 

Sir Thomas More and Dean Colet could criticize the stagnant 

teachings of the scholastics as an impediment to real Christian 

learning, how much more could be said about a curate who knew 

no Latin save the formulaic phrases associated with the Mass 

and who could not read Holy Scripture? 

The parish priest was able, in theory, to avail himself of 

a large number of books dealing with all aspects of his 

pastoral responsibilities. Assuming he could read, and was 

financially solvent enough to be able to spend money on non- 

essential items, a priest wanting instruction looked to such 

standards as Escobar's Modus Confitendi or Pecham's Ignorantia 

Sacerdotum. (44) More general works dealing with popular piety 

and saintly exempla were also available and if a priest were 

literate in Latin and had enough time on his hands many more 

works were within his reach. The problem with the most easily 

available literature was that it rarely dealt with theological 

44 For a discussion of the types of literature commonly 
used by priests in this period, see T. Tentler, Sin and 
Confession on the Eve of the Reformation, Princeton, 1977,35 ff 
and G. Ball, 'The Education of the English Parish Clergy in the 
Later Middle Ages' (unpublished Ph. D. thesis, Cambridge, 1976) 
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or exegetical matters. Of course there were those in the 

universities who could obtain and digest books treating 

weightier matters, but by definition such clerics were not to 

be found in those parish livings which in many cases financed 

their studies. Even as late as the mid-sixteenth Century there 

was a large number of priests who were ignorant of the basic 

tenets of the Christian faith. Such priests were a liability 

to the Church. Unable to nurture their own piety, they were 

incapable of instructing others, to say nothing of providing a 

sound bulwark against heresy. (45) 

In the absence of serious attempts to guarantee strictures 

governing minimum educational standards among parish clergy, it 

is not surprising to find that many parish priests were 

intellectually static or worse. On the whole, the number of 

graduates presented to livings was rising steadily but as far 

as the clergy actually serving in the cures went, this increase 

is offset by the tendency of graduates toward a higher rate of 

pluralism and non-residence. (46) Graduate curates, especially 

in the more remote areas or in less well-endowed livings, were 

not common. Although in London an estimated one-third of those 

entering and vacating livings were graduates, (making this the 

highest concentration of graduate parish priests in England) 

some entire archdeaconries had a total lack of parish curates 

with degrees. (47) 

45 Heath, The English Parish Clergy, 73-75. 

46 Bowker, The Secular Clergy in the Diocese of Lincoln, 97. 

47 Heath, The English Parish Clergy, 81ff; Hughes, The 
Reformation in England, I, 84; Thomson, The Transformation of 
Medieval England, 1370-1529,311. The diocese of London had the 
highest percentage of graduates in livings, and evidence suggests 
that its bishops were active in maintaining a high level of 
education among their priests. Bishop Stokesley examined and 
dismissed many clergy, several of whom were graduates, on grounds 
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Naturally those clergy at the top of the ecclesiastical 

ladder, or on their way there, were increasingly well educated. 

Yet the sort of education these highly placed clergymen 

received reflected not so much an interest in theology but in 

law, thus enhancing their potential usefulness to secular 

government. Both secular and religious interests could be 

served by study of law so it is not surprising to find that a 

large proportion of higher degrees in civil law were going to 

clergymen. The resulting decline of a pastoral perspective has 

been called by one eminent student of the Reformation 'the 

gravest weakness in the spiritual leadership of the English 

Church. '(48) Many clerics who did not seek legal training in 

preparation for a career in government were nonetheless kept in 

orbit around the universities or the court, thereby depriving 

the parishes in which they held livings of the fruits of their 

learning. This also tended to widen the gap between the 

educated clergy and their uneducated brothers. Yet the 

conservativism of the universities in the face of the so- 

called new learning and the later radicalism of Protestant 

centers there is evidence that mere education was not the 

solution to the problems besetting the Church. An awakened 

sense of purpose was not conferred with a university degree. 

When Dean Colet preached his sermon before the Convocation 

he took as his theme a verse from Romans; ' Be ye not conformed 

to this world.... '(Rom. 12: 2ff) The list of reforms he 

presented shows that the lack of discipline in the Church and 

the subsequent erosion of its proper role in England were 

that they lacked sufficient education. See for example Greater 
London Record Office MS DL/C/330, fs. 265r-266v. 

48 Dickens, The English Reformation, 70. 
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clearly perceived. It is interesting that Colet did not call 

for more clerical education--rather he stressed the need for a 

narrowed access to the priesthood and a strong leadership (by 

example) from the bishops and higher clergy. There seems to 

have been little doubt about the areas needing reform nor about 

the necessity to begin this reform in capite. Whether the 

reforming or reawakening of the English Church could have been 

accomplished without the intervention of the king or other 

secular interests is by no means a moot point. Certainly many 

men were dedicated to this end despite lack of an acceptable 

forum. But all the weight of secularization was not easy to 

shake off, and the vested interests of many higher clergy 

worked against an in-house reform. Colet himself faced charges 

of-heresy from his ordinary for denouncing the clergy. 

In sum, the relationship between a parish and its curate 

reflected the blend of sacred and secular interests present at 

all levels of early 16th Century society. The age-old ideal of 

the clergy leading laymen through example, exhortation and 

instruction had become, to many, untenable. The lack of 

discrimination shown by ecclesiastical authorities when 

admitting men to higher orders meant that the priesthood 

contained far too many men without genuine vocation or skill. 

Those who were unconnected remained underpaid, uneducated, and 

uninspired. The system that produced civil lawyers as bishops 

in the service of the crown was certainly in no position to 

enforce or even insist on obedience to its self-professed role. 

Turning to the regular clergy, which had been in decline 

since the late 14th Century(49), we see what has been described 

49 Knowles, The Relig ious Orders in England, III, 458. 
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as that part of the early Tudor Church most grievously in need 

of reform. (50) Indeed, Cardinal Wolsey's ambitious reforms of 

the 1520s were directed solely against the regulars. Changing 

conditions had drained the fervor of the religious and 

following the 'general rhythm of Christendom' a world was 

emerging which demanded but did not receive a change in the 

fundamental orientation of the regulars to their secular 

surroundings. (51) Although the combined wealth of the regulars 

had changed little in the 150 years prior to our period, 

population growth and a rise in the level of economic 

sophistication of England had increased the relative importance 

of religious holdings. The original context of the contact 

between the regulars and their secular neighbors, for those who 

had any explicit interaction with the outside world, had 

produced a breed of religious whose primary function lay in 

their intercessory role in the economy of salvation. The 

regulars prayed, said obits, and provided limited support for 

the poor and sick. A sign of the change in the concept of the 

role played by regulars can be seen in the rise and rapid 

growth of the Mendicant Orders. These regulars developed a 

pastoral role in obedience to a rule, which placed them before 

the people as preachers, confessors, and teachers. Those 

regulars who remained cloistered were growing further and 

further removed from their original sense of purpose. 

The subtle alterations in the perceived role of regulars 

affected different Orders differently. Some regulars (such as 

the Premonstratensians) were permitted routine cure of souls 

and other pastoral duties. For them, the wheels of change 

50 Dickens, The English Reformation, 84. 

51 Knowles, The Religious Orders in England, III, 460. 
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turned more slowly. But for the large majority of cloistered 

religious, adherence to the ancient occupations within the 

walls became more difficult. Mechanical literary pursuits and 

prayers for the dead, to say nothing of the rigours of ascetic 

life and the exacting discipline of contemplation, had ceased 

to animate the hours between worship until the pressure of 

idleness loosened the observance of the monastic rule. In 

addition, regulars were increasingly aware of the impact they 

had on the local and national economy, which intensified their 

secular involvement. Feudal ties with their lands had placed 

the religious houses in a position almost indistinguishable 

from that of secular landlords. As the economy of England 

moved away from. the stasis of medieval times during which these 

houses had acquired most of their lands, the need for competent 

and exacting management became paramount. Vital activities 

outside the hours of worship were hard to come by. The 

literary pursuits which had sustained many religious throughout 

the years had been largely made redundant by the advent of 

printing. (52) The religious did not till their soil, repair 

their houses, or prepare their food. Even in the best of times 

idleness was a problem but by the late 15th Century it had 

become chronic. To those for whom a regular's life was a 

promise of ease, the larger religious houses must have beckoned 

with open doors. 

The religious houses were often the largest employers in 

their area. In addition to being employers, traders, and 

landowners, the religious were also litigants. They faced a 

52 Knowles calls the traditional preoccupation with copying 
and transcribing texts a 'fossilized and artificial occupation' 
by the end of the 15th Century; Knowles, The Religious Orders in 
England, III, 462. 
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host of claims on their wealth arising from lawsuits, royal and 

papal dues, feudal fees, church repairs, and poor relief. As a 

result, they were thoroughly and not always reluctantly 

enmeshed in economic and political activities. Mirroring the 

secular clergy, the majority of religious were becoming 

politically pliant to the will of the king as they became 

dependent upon him for the retention of their sources of 

income. The manipulation of wealth, always antithetical to the 

monastic ideal, proved to be disastrous to the discipline of 

the regulars. (53) And lack of wealth was to prove equally 

disastrous to those houses whose chronic poverty was to serve 

as a pretext for early suppression. 

Dispensations granted to regulars allowing them to escape 

the common life became more accessible and obedience to the 

rule of a house was everywhere less strictly enforced. Abbots 

often kept separate houses for their private residences (54) 

and squandered the funds of the house over which they were 

meant to preside. As in the case of negligent bishops, lack of 

discipline in the leadership permitted similiar behaviour in 

those under their care. 

In addition to the common houses of monks there were 

orders of canons (who had cure of souls as part of their normal 

duties) and friars. The latter group may have numbered as many 

as 3000 in England by the end of the 15th Century. (55) They 

were the most highly educated of the regular clergy, possessed 

(in theory) neither land nor tithes, and were exempt from 

53 See Knowles, The Religious Orders in England, III, 256ff 
for a breakdown of monastic finances. 

54 Dickens, The English Reformation, 83. 

55 Knowles, The Religious Orders in England, III, 52 
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diocesan control. Although they figured among the clerical 

leadership due to their theological training, they also 

numbered among its poorest. (56) In time they included both 

radical Protestants and conservative Catholic detractors of the 

'new learning' and continued to play an important part in the 

Church throughout the early 16th Century. 

Lay attitudes toward the Church were changing yet at the 

local level there was hardly a hint of anti-sacerdotal 

sentiment. Indulgences were still money-makers, chantries were 

still being founded, guilds still employed priests to sing 

Masses for the souls of their departed members, and wills 

routinely included gifts of money to the orders of friars and 

other religious. Heresy had apparently receded with the 

Lollards and despite notorious and at times bitter instances of 

anti-clericalism (e. g. the Hunne case), the debates which were 

to rage concerning Christian doctrine did not begin until the 

early 1520s, and even then focused on new doctrines coming not 

from within England but from Germany. Prior to Luther's 

appearance, most criticism of the clergy centered on its 

corruption rather than its soteriological function within 

Christian society. Debates over the nature of the priesthood 

and the identity of the true Church were beyond the reach and 

interests of the lay population. 

In sum, the leadership of the clergy, both secular and 

regular, had long since contained men more fit for political 

service to the king's government than for ecclesiastical 

administration or spiritual guidance. What was disturbing men 

like Colet, Erasmus and More (to name only those who remained 

56 Knowles, The Religious Orders in England, III, 366. 
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within the pale of the Catholic confession) was that this state 

of affairs was accepted wholeheartedly. Cries for reform--that 

is, a recalling of the clergy to their unique spiritual duties 

which were sacred in essence and only secular by default--had 

arisen at various times and were heeded with various degrees 

of thoroughness. But by the turn of the century, too many men 

were travelling the dual paths of secular and ecclesiastical 

careers. This confusion led not to a more Christian realm but a 

less authentic Church. 
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The early contacts More made with the English clergy were 

important in framing his understanding of the dignity and 

responsibilities of the priestly office. The scenes of his 

early life have been well drawn by numerous biographers and 

need not detain us long here. What is important is that More 

was well connected and the clergy he met and subsequently 

became familiar with were in the top echelon of their 

profession. 

From around 1489 to 1492, More had been placed by his 

father in the household of Archbishop Morton and the archbishop 

later sent him to Oxford. (1) Any child so placed would 

obviously assimilate much during a sojourn with a powerful 

churchman and More was no exception. It is not surprising to 

find that Morton is consistently praised by More in his later 

works, although he is praised for his wisdom rather than his 

piety. Morton was an excellent example of a political bishop 

and it seems that More accepted this as a consequence of his 

high position. He was one of England's wealthiest men, and 

wealth required political acumen to preserve. (2) 

More's view of Morton, his earliest patron, illustrates 

the accepted role a powerful bishop was expected to play. By 

the time More composed his Richard III well after the 

archbishop's death, More was in a better position to assess 

Morton's character. He would have been able to suggest, for 

example, that Morton paid far more attention to his secular 

duties than he did to running his diocese. But in his Richard 

1 Roper, W, The Life of Sir Thomas More, ed. E Hitchcock, 
(Early English Text Society, 1935) 5. (cited hereafter as Roper) 

2 For some of the obligations wealth imposed on prelates, 
see F. Heal, "The Archbishop of Canterbury and the Practice of 
Hospitality" in Journal of Ecclesiastical History (cited 
hereafter as JEH) 33 (1982), 544-63. 
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III, More presented Morton as a shrewd man who managed to 

retain his head (and regain his position) in the troubled years 

following the death of Edward IV-- a man who had gotten'depe 

insightein politike, worldli drifte-s. "(3) Later in his career, 

bishops who drink too deeply from the cup offered them by 

political and worldly drifts get rather harsher treatment 

from More. Morton is also praised in More's Utopia as 

knowledgable in law with excellent natural qualities improved 

by learning and practice: having sustained "numerous and 

varied vicissitudes of fortune... he had acquired a statesman's 

sagacity... "(4) While surviving the vicissitudes of fortune 

implies adherence to a deeper, more stable order in many of 

More's works, here it indicates the thoroughness of Morton's 

political assimilation when coupled with the complete omission 

of any mention of the Cardinal's sanctity. 

After two years at Oxford, More was recalled by his father 

and enrolled in New Inn to begin his study of the law. Lawyers 

were a rising breed in England and knowledge of the law was 

becoming essential to those members of the aspiring upper class 

who were to form the nucleus of later civil servants. (5) While 

many men studied the law without becoming lawyers, doubtless 

More was meant to follow in his father's footsteps. During the 

3 Complete Works of 
1963-- (hereafter cited 
that series), vol. 2,91. 
see CW2, lxii-lxiii. 

4 CW4,61. Morton's 
excused himself and atte: 

St Thomas More, 16 Vols., New Haven, 
as CW followed by the volume number in 
For Morton's influence on More's work, 

diligence is also noted. After dinner he 
nded to his petitioners; CW4,85. 

5 See E. W. Ives, "The Common Lawyers in Pre-Reformation 
England", Transactions of the Royal Historical Society (hereafter 
cited as TRHS) 18 (1968), 145-173 for the growth of legal studies 
among non-professionals. Ives attributes this growth to the rise 
in prestige of lawyers and the increased importance of legal 
knowledge in society as a whole. 
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course of his early legal studies, More is said to have lived 

among the Carthusians of London (6) although the accepted 

explanation of his motives--that he considered taking their 

vows--is patently unconvincing. He may have resided at the 

Charterhouse for a number of years out of a deep and sincere 

religious impulse but this is not to say he considered becoming 

a regular. If he lived among the Carthusians giving himself to 

devotion and prayer, it seems likely that instruction in these 

things was what he sought. Seeing More's years in the 

Charterhouse as a failed novitiate disregards the contradictory 

fact that by that time he had been called to the bar and the 

rather convincing evidence that his father had recalled him 

from oxford specifically in order to prepare for a career as a 

lawyer. If Sir John More had disapproved of his son's time at 

university, it is highly unlikely that he would have permitted 

him to become a contemplative. 

More's writings of this early period are few, and his 

letters fewer. The four works Rastell placed at the beginning 

of his 1557 edition of More's works were said to have been 

written "in his youth for his past ime. " They are "A Merry 

Jest", "Nine Pagents", "A Rueful Lamentation on the Death of 

Queen Elizabeth" and "Meters... for the Book of Fortune. "(7) All 

but the "Rueful Lamentation" are impossible to date 

6 Roper, 6. Erasmus is the source for the tale that More 
considered becoming a priest--More himself never mentions 
anything of the sort. 

7 The Workes of Sir Thomas More, Knyght, sometyme Lord 
Chauncellour of England, wrytten by him in the Englysh tonge, (A 
fascimile of the 1557 edition of Wm Rastell, London, 1557, ) 
(hereafter cited as Workes), Scholar Press London 1978, sigs. Ci- 

-Cviii. 
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accurately. (8) 

In the "Merry Jest", a serjeant, imitating a friar, 

attempts to collar a debtor who has fled sanctuary, having run 

out of money to pay for his board. By donning a friar's garb, 

the serjeant gains access to the debtor but is bested and fails 

to arrest him. The friar's garb, central to the drama of the 

piece, emphasizes the point that clothes do not make the man. 

That More would use a friar's habit as the central prop and 

perhaps even as a metaphor in a bawdy poem is a strong 

indication that the mendicant orders were considered easy 

targets for satire, yet one must keep in mind that the buffoon 

is a law serjeant, not a regular. When More later criticized 

the mendicant orders or one of their members (e. g. his sharp 

comments against Standish (9)) he did not need to use dramatic 

devices. The moral of the poem, given at the end, advises each 

man "his owne craft fse" and refrain from meddling in other 

areas. (10) 

The second early work, "Nine Pagents", is a conventional 

piece of contemptus mundi based on Petrarch's Trionfi. (11) It 

is a series of verses commenting on the stages of man's life as 

he progresses from childhood towards death. In this poem More 

expresses many themes which were to remain with him throughout 

his life--the pride and shortsightedness of man, the inexorable 

approach of death, and the dependence of all that is good and 

8 See A. W. Reed's Introduction to The English Works of Sir 
Thomas More, ed. Campbell, 2 Vol., London, 1931. Queen Elizabeth 
died 11 February, 1503. 

9 See Rogers, ed., Sir Thomas More: Selected Letters, New 
Haven, 1961,79. See also Erasmus, The Complete Works of Erasmus, 
Vol. 4, Toronto, 1977,115. 

10 Workes, sig. Cii(v) 

11 The English Works of Sir Thomas More, ed. Campbell, 195. 
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lasting on God. The piece reveals More's interest in humanist 

studies, closing with a final Latin stanza. 

The third and final pieces echo many of the cardinal 

humanist tenets. Coupled with the previous two, they reveal 

More to be a well educated young man with an interest in the 

age old themes of virtue and fortune. (12) 

Biographical details are scarce during the period covered 

by these works. More himself related that he was present at the 

discovery of some relics in Barking Abbey with the bishop of 

London around 1500. (13) If More was indeed living at the 

Charterhouse, no trace of it appears in'his writings. And More 

makes no mention of his lectures at William Grocyn's church on 

Augustine's City of God while Grocyn himself lectured on 

Dionysius's Celestial Hierarchies. (14) There was much interest 

in Dionysius as well as in many Italian neo-platonists which 

stemmed from the introduction of these writers into England 

where they had previously been unavailable. The application of 

their philosophical teachings to Christianity had been 

facilitated by men like John Colet but there are few neo- 

12 Fox points out that More's final work on fortune 
indicates he was caught in a moral quanctry--something which is 
also seen in his letter to Colet in 15d'4. See Fox, A. Thomas 
More, History, and Providence Oxford, 1982,20. 

13 CW6,222. The bishop was either Savage or Warham, 
probably the latter. 

14 Rogers, The Correspondence of Sir Thomas More, Princeton, 
1947,4; Lupton has presented a strong case for supposing 
Grocyn's lectures were at the invitation of John Colet. See J. 
Lupton, A Life of John Colet, London, 1887,140-41. Serious doubts 
had been raised a century earlier by the Italian Valla concerning 
the identification of this Dionysius with that of Acts 17: 34 but 
Colet, it is supposed, did not doubt the identification. See 
J. B. Trapp, "John Colet and the Hierarchies of Pseudo-Dionysius" 
in Religion and Humanism, ed. K. Robbins, Oxford, 1981,127- 
148. For Henry VIII's later use of Dionysius as an authority, see 
CW5,69 and 876 and R. Marius, "Henry VIII, Thomas More, and the 
bishop of Rome", Albion, 10 (1978) 94. 
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platonic themes in More's writings. In fact, when More later 

translated the life and some of the works of Pico, perhaps the 

most eclectic of all the Florentine neo-platonists, he 

deliberately shaped the material away from the esoteric toward 

humble acceptance of thoroughly Christian doctrine. More 

resisted philosophical speculation throughout his life despite 

his obvious intellctual competence. 

Perhaps the closest early contact More had with the 

English clergy was his friendship with John Colet. More's 

father, a lawyer destined for the King's Bench, was familiar 

with John Colet's father Sir Henry Colet, twice Lord Mayor of 

London. The sons of these two London notables were already well 

acquainted by 1504. One of More's earliest surviving letters is 

to John Colet and its tone implies a warm relationship between 

the two men despite the hyperbolic style of More's Latin. (15) 
R ;. 

More's relationship with Colet is first apparent in his 

letter of 1504. Doubtless he knew Colet prior to this through 

both his family ties and the various friends they had in 

common. More would have been aware of Colet's many benefices, 

his licensed pluralism and his great family wealth. (16) Colet 

had been to Italy and had acquired a reputation as a man of 

exceptional virtue who had been scandalized by the morals of 

the Italian clergy. 

In 1504, More wrote to Colet urging him to return to 

London where his strong preaching alone could heal an ailing 

15 See Rogers, Correspondence, 5-9. 

16 Colet obtained his first benefice in 1485 while he was 
still a deacon and below the canonical age limit. See his entry in 
the Dictionary of National Biography, (hereafter cited as DNB) 22 
vols., London, 1908-9; and Lupton, A Life of John Colet, chap. 
VII. For Colet's wealth, see Calendar of Inquisitions Post- 
Mortem, Henry VII, London, 3 Vols., 1898-1955, v. III, Nos. 52,55, 
57-63. 
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congregation heedless of the words of lesser preachers. The 

preachers themselves even failed to heed their preaching. In 

this letter More deplored the daily London scene and contrasted 

it with what he imagined to be the simplicity of the country 

where Colet was residing. If More's view of the urban 

confusion seems extreme, it is because his frame of reference 

was, at that time, the Charterhouse. The transition from the 

cell of a contemplative or the dormitory of the conversi to the 

squalid streets of a busy 16th Century city would readily 

illuminate those aspects of 'the world' which clashed with the 

spiritual demands More was then pursuing. More claimed he was 

striving to ascend the difficult path to virtue and the city 

kept pulling him down by a million devices. (17) The 'devices' 

he listed were simply the purveyors of London's food and the 

specific occupations named deal with supplying the 'material 

for gluttony and the world and the world's lord, the 

devil. '(18) More also mentioned that flattery and feigned love 

haunted the streets but the central point of his lament is that 

there exists an excessive, and therefore debilitating concern 

in the city for things of the body. His idealization of the 

rural innocence and simplicity Colet must be enjoying suggests 

that More's excursions into the English countryside were 

largely recreational: for More, country life was simple and 

'unversed in the deceits of the city. '(19) 

This picture is out of balance and represents an 

understandable yet unstable dualism in a man who would spend 

17 Rogers, Correspondence, 7. More's words for the path of 
virtue are " in arduum virtutis callem euadere. " 

18 Selected Letters, 4-5 

19 Selected Letters, 5 
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his entire life in urban areas, many of which were much more 

developed than London. More had not yet resolved the problem 

of living in 'the world' and presented to himself, in almost 

irreconcilable terms, the tension which existed in his own mind 

between religious demands and daily living. More turned to 

Colet for help on how to bridge the gap between the isolation 

of the cloister and the snares of the streets. He lacked a 

theological perspective which would draw together the two 

halves of his life into a harmonious whole. There is some 

indication that More's early contemptus mundi remained with him 

throughout his life and that whatever help Colet and others 

gave him, More retained a conviction that the world was the 

devil's dominion. 

More went on to criticize the preachers who came to St 

Pauls trying to heal the sins of their listeners without first 

being healed themselves. They promised health but could not 

deliver it. The fault lay not in their 'medicine' (which was 

the word of God) but in the fact that their listeners had no 

faith in them as healers. Here is the first expression in More 

of what will be one of the foundation stones in his 

understanding of the requirements of any man in Holy Orders-- 

they must themselves be seen as examples of the Christian 

message. The idea of priest as example is not, of course, 

original with More. Colet uses it in his famous Convocation 

sermon whose central analogy is that of the clergy as healer, 

not only of the laity but of itself. Because of the advanced 

decay in London, More assumed that the rural 
1parochial clergy need 

not be as exemplary as those in the city because sin in the 

country is less sophisticated and even less pervasive. 

More's description of the effect a corrupt preacher has on 
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his audience enhances his image of the clergy as example. He 

attributed to human nature the need to have faith in the 

preacher as healer so if a preacher is seen to be the opposite 

of what he preaches, the people become indignant, lose their 

trust in him, and are encouraged to disregard the sermon. (20) 

It is thus the fault of the preacher which provokes the 

congregation's intransigence and prevents the reception of his 

message. 

Around the same time as More wrote this letter to Colet, 

he was also engaged in his translation of the Life of Pico. (21) 

It has been suggested that it was Colet himself who first 

brought Pico to More's attention (22) but Pico was not unknown 

to More's other contacts. More's longtime friend Richard 

Reynolds gave a copy of Pico's works to Syon monastery and a 

pupil of Erasmus gave Henry VIII a book of devotional treatises 

including a piece by Pico. (23) 

The preface to More's translation of Pico's life is itself 

informative. More dedicated the work to a family friend who had 

joined the Poor Glares near London. In this letter More wrote 

20 "indignantur... atque recalcitrant", Rogers, 
Correspondence, 7 

21 More was very busy between 1500-1504. In addition to 
studying Greek with Grocyn and Linacre, translating poetry with 
Lily and whatever legal work he was engaged in, More was probably 
composing Latin poems as well. See The Latin Epigrams of Sir 
Thomas More, eds. Bradner and Lynch, Chicago, 1953, xiiff. 

22 See Byron, B, Loyalty in the Spirituality of St Thomas 
More, Nieuwkoop, 1972,146. 

23 See Bateson, M, Catalogue of the Library of Syon 
Monastery, Cambridge, 1898,145; McConica, J K, English Humanists 
and Reformation Politics under Henry VIII and Edward VI, 
Oxford, 1965,57; Miles, L, John Colet and the Platonic Tradition, 
LaSalle, 1961 and Jayne, S, John Colet and Marsilio Ficino, 
Oxford, 1963. See also Gabrieli, V, "Giovanni Pico and Thomas 
More", Moreana, 15 (1967) 43-57 which traces some of the ideas 
found in Pico's devotional works through More's writings, 
especially the Four Last Things and the Dialogue of Comfort. 
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that he sent as his New Year's gift a gift for the spirit 

rather than the body and drew a contrast between being worldly 

fortunate and godly prosperous. He went on to say that nothing 

could be more profitable than these works of Pico's, 'neither 

to thachyuynge of temperaunce in prosperite, nor to the 

purchasynge of pacience in aduersite, nor to the dispisi nge of 

worldly vanite, nor to the desiring of heauenly 

felici tie... ' (24) 

The picture of Pico which emerged from More's translation 

was of an ascetic, educated, well-born and extremely pious 

young man who had acknowledged a special call to devotion by 

leading a life guided by methodical prayer and meditation. 

Although Pico's early death may have prevented him from joining 

the Dominicans, a delay for which Savonarola had chastised him, 

there is no indication that More identified with this episode 

in Pico's life. His role in More's own spiritual education, 

however central, cannot be seen as justifying a decision to 

reject the priesthood. If More had taken Pico's failure to 

profess seriously, it is hard to see why he himself did not 

take vows. Because More had never faced the decision of 

whether or not to become a priest or regular, the message of 

Pico's life and writings codified for the first time for More 

the standard of behaviour expected of an educated and ardent 

layman. 

In his translation, More is generally faithful to the 

Latin original with a few curious and unacknowledged 

omissions. Many of these contain references to the papacy 

which tends to support the conjecture that More had doubts 

24 Workes, sig. ai 
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about the extent of papal authority-(25) It has been pointed 

out that uncertainty about the extent of papal authority was 

not uncommon and unhesitating acceptance of papal authority 

was 'out of harmony with English medieval tradition. ' 

Consequently there existed a 'certain reticence concerning 

papal credentials' among such humanists as Erasmus, Colet, and 

More. (26) Later, More admitted to having had serious doubts 

about the nature and extent of papal authority until he was 

convinced by the king's own writing. (27) More also declined to 

translate a passage implying that certain Church offices might 

be easily or corruptly obtained but he did include other 

passages of similiar content. (28) 

In order to better understand More's frame of mind and 

purpose in translating the Life of Pico we must return to the 

Charterhouse where the work took place. The meditative piety 

of Pico's 'Twelve Weapons' and 'Twelve Properties', included in 

More's translation, falls clearly into the tradition of 

spiritual writing created earlier by such pieces as The Mirrour 

of the Blessed Life of Jesus Christ. the Scale of Perfection 

and the Imitation of Christ which More later recommended to his 

English readers. (29) While at the Charterhouse, More must have 

come into contact with these most famous spiritual treatises. 

The connection between More and the Carthusians 

25 See Lehmberg, S, "Sir Thomas More's Life of Pico della 
Mirandola" in Studies in the Renaissance, 3 (1956), 61-74. 

26 Gogan, B, The Common Corps of Christendom: 
Ecclesiological Themes in the Writings of Sir Thomas More, 
Leiden, 1982,337-338. 

27 Rogers, Correspondence, 498 

28 See Lehmberg, art. cit., 65 and Workes, sigs aii(v)-aiii(r). 

29 Workes, sig. Zvi (v) 
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responsible for writing or translating such works is very 

suggestive. (30) It seems quite likely that while at the 

Charterhouse, More tried his hand at translating the spiritual 

poetry of Pico della Mirandola, including an abridged 

version of his exemplary life. 

More was familiar with Hilton's writings, and it is 

probable that one work in particular, the Mixed Life, 

influenced him more than the rest. Addressed like More's Life 

of Pico to a personal friend, the Mixed Life is a handbook 

designed specifically for a man who, having felt the call to 

devotion and even to contemplation, nonetheless cannot in good 

conscience forsake his worldly responsibilities. (31) In other 

words, it is a book of instructions on how to bridge the gap 

between the 'world' and the life of the spirit--& gap More 

decried in his letter to Colet a century after Hilton. If we 

take More's motives for associating himself with the 

Carthusians not as an intent to profess but as a conscious 

effort at acquiring a spiritual education (which may have been 

cut short when he was forced to leave Oxford), then Hilton and 

writers like him became his teachers. There was a tradition of 

writing little books as presents for friends (of which Hilton's 

is only one example) and More's response to it was to translate 

the Life of Pico, a work which appears to give flesh to the 

30 See Reed's forward to Hilton, W, The Minor Works of 
Walter Hilton, ed. Jones, London, 1929; Lovatt, R, "The Imitation 
of Christ in Later Medieval England", TRHS 18 (1968), 97-121; 
Sargent, M, "The Transmission by the Carthusians of some Late 
Medieval Spiritual Writings", JEH, 27 (1976), 225-240; Thompson, 
M, The Carthusian Order in England, London, 1930,324-326 for a 
partial inventory of the library at the London Charterhouse; 
Gogan, B, The Common Corps of Christendom, 78; Walsh, 
ed., Pre-Reformation English Spirituality, London, no date, 224- 
239; CW13, lxxxiii-cxxii. 

31 See J Russell-Smith, 'Walter Hilton' in Pre-Reformation 
English Spirituality, 182-197. 
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skeleton assembled in the Mixed Life. 

Hilton's advice in the Mixed Life puts More's dilemma into 

theological perspective. Charity, the duty of a monk, is also 

the goal of every Christian life. It may require, however, 

conscientious involvement in the affairs of men. Hilton wrote 

that to those men to whom 'it has been given to rule men, the 

keeping of charity demands their active involvement: he who 

turns away keeps not the order of charity. '(32) He went on to 

say that having once felt the deeper stirrings of devotion, 

such a man ought not to forsake such stirrings by leading a 

fully active life, 'as fully as in another man that never felt 

devotion' but must instead follow both calls: 'Thou shalt 

meddle the works of active life with ghostly works of life 

contemplative, and then doest thou well. ' By acknowledging both 

worlds, one may fulfill both. Charity, if not the perfect 

charity of the true contemplative, can still be kept outside 

the cloister. And although More would probably have been 

familiar with the Augustinian idea that love imposed the burden 

of action on those who longed for 'holy leisure' and 

contemplation without requiring them to completely abandon 

their deeper devotion, none before Hilton had stated the case 

so clearly. (33) 

Hilton noted that the traditional teaching of the mixed 

life was most proper to prelates and other curates who had cure 

of souls and pastoral responsibilities, and that Jesus himself 

32 Minor Works of Walter Hilton, chapter II. 

33 Augustine, De civitate Dei as quoted in Glasscoe, M, 
ed., The Medieval Mystical Tradition in England, Exeter, 1980, 
12. The reference is to De civitate dei, 19: 19. More had, of 
course, lectured on Augustine's City of God, but no trace of his 
talks has survived. 
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lead such a life of action mixed with contemplation. (34) This 

would explicitly condemn those clergy in England who had become 

slack in their obligations--especially those who kept neither 

their spiritual nor their temporal offices, had lead neither 

the reverent life open to all men nor the exceptional life 

proper to men of God. In his later works, More would make 

exactly this point, claiming that the clergy were required to 

be better than laymen because of their priestly status, and 

that delinquent clergy were therefore much worse than 

delinquent laymen. Coupled with Colet's strongly imparted views 

on the unhealthy state of Church leadership, Hilton's teaching 

that charity demands of prelates obedience to both the deeper 

devotion of the contemplative and the works of mercy proper to 

those who rule would provide More with the basis for his 

criticisms and his expectations of the English clergy. 

More's Life of Pico combined elements of Hilton's Mixed 

Life with his own contemptus mundi seen in his earlier English 

poems. The instability of fortune, a common humanist subject, 

is placed in diametric opposition to the love of God, an 

opposition illustrated by Pico's life. Pico is said to have 

gone from desiring glory and men's praises, the hallmark s of 

fortune, to desiring God, and this change makes him better able 

to effect a like change in his associates. That is, because he 

too once followed the 'croked and ragged path of voluptuouse 

liuyng', his teaching once he had turned from that life was 

more readily heeded. (35) The preachers More attacked in his 

letter to Colet were examples of the obverse--because they are 

not what they preach, they are not heeded. 

34 Hilton, Minor Works of Walter Hilton, Chapter V 

35 Workes, sig. aii(v). 
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The Life of Pico also anticipated much of the criticism of 

clerical learning found later in More's 'Letter to Dorp' and 

his Latin poems. Pico's early studies in Canon law led him to 

the conclusion that such studies 

tradicion5 and ordinances', (36) 

tradition as part of an ongoing 

involved nothing but 'mere 

Despite More's later view of 

revelation, here he carefully 

translated the Latin so as to emphasize the anti scholastic 

barbs. Debates over canonical matters, if lacking the desire 

for worship, were a 'deadly wounde to the soule and a mortall 

poyson to charitie.. ' In any case, altercations were for 

logicians. (37) Debate was meant to clarify belief and 
uw491fs414'" "º5 

increase-^ it was not-intended to generate more debate. 

The stress on right living as a realization of the desire 

for God, found throughout More's works, is the central message 

of the Life of Pico. Quite naturally the clergy would be 

expected to exemplify this realization for it was their duty to 

lead others to God. Pico, a layman, was credited with turning 

a cunning man (but not so good as cunning) to the love of God 

by reminding him that Christ died for him and that he himself 

would shortly die, 'two spurs' later echoed in Pico's letter to 

his nephew. (38) We also find these 'two spurs' of Pico's in 

Colet's Fruitful Monition: 'And especyallhaue in mynde, that 

thou shalte dye shortly, and how Christ dyed for the..... '(39) 

Right living will ensure that one is prepared for death and the 

judgement it inevitably brings. 

Overall, the meditations found in the Life of Pico, 

36 Workes, sig. aii(r) 

37 Wo rkes, sig. aiii(r). 

38 Workes, sigs. aiiii, aiii(v), aii(r) 

39 Lupton, A Life of John Colet, 307. 
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including the epistles and verses appended to it, speak a stark 

piety. Death, doom, pain, and joy are urged by Pico as 

encompassing the whole of man's existence--and joy alone 

results from love of God. More expanded this simple theme in 

his unfinished Four Last Things, begun several years later. Yet 

given the levity and complexity of More's mature works, it 

seems Hilton's Mixed Life lay in the end, closer to his heart 

than Pico's somber denial of all things earthly. 

More's translation of Pico coincided with his strong 

interest in the Italian humanists and the revival of classical 

poetry--an interest shared with Erasmus-and others. More and 

Erasmus together translated Greek and Latin poetry and More 

even tried his hand at composing a few epigrams, mostly between 

1509 and 1519. They form a pungent commentary on men and 

manners, ranging from the classical concept of life as a 

journey toward death to somewhat ludicrous comments about men 

with large noses. Those touching the clergy contain clear 

examples of what More thought was wrong with English churchmen 

from monks to bishops, and although they do not furnish 

anything like a systematic criticism, they are helpful in 

assessing More's view of the most obvious clerical failings. 

Criticism of the clergy for their moral failings, their 

inadequate or inappropriate learning and their lack of true 

charity was common among Christian humanists. Bad and ignorant 

churchmen were regarded as fair game and writers could take 

considerable liberties in satirizing all members of the 

clerical estate from the lowest friar to the pope himself. (40) 

Erasmus is the most well known in this respect, having penned a 

demolishing satire on Pope Julius II in addition to his Praise 

40 Byron, Loyalty in the Spirituality of St Thomas More, 72. 
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of Folly, but other writers added their works with varying 

degrees of success. Certain errors among the clergy were 

regarded as particularly reprehensible by humanist writers and 

chief among these was the excessive reliance placed on 

casuistry by many scholastic theologians. It is therefore 

surprising that More does not dwell on this well worn topic in 

his epigrams although he did treat it in some detail in his 

1515 'Letter to Dorp'. 

More wrote over 200 epigrams, only seven of which deal 

directly with the clergy while a handful more touch on themes 

only remotely religious. In one epigram, More wrote of a 

certain mean and stingy bishop who, although he was obviously 

wealthy, kept even his wine under lock and key. (41) This 

failure of hospitality was a breach of charity, to say nothing 

of the problem a rich bishop posed to the Christian ideals of 

humility and poverty. Bishops were criticized in another 

epigram where More claimed that the appointment of a supremely 

bad candidate proved it could not have happened by chance. (42) 

More attacked both the quality of available candidates as well 

as the successful nominee, of whom he said he was unrivalled in 

wickedness and ignorance ('stultior haud possit, deteriorque'). 

The thrust of the epigram is mirrored by the wordplay in the 

poem which pivots on the confusion of two antithetical meanings 

of 'sacer': sacred or wicked. 

Ignorant and irresponsible pastors are criticized in four 

epigrams. (43) In one, a pastor who has failed to acquire any 

41 CW3,71. (All references to More's epigrams are from 
CW3, part II unless otherwise noted. References are to numbers, 
not pages. ) 

42 CW3,178. 

43 CW3,176,202,203,260. 



49 

knowledge (not even vain knowledge, which most people cannot 

help but pick up) nonetheless has managed to serve his parish 

well as an example--not of what to do but of what to avoid. 

Another presents a fat priest who, fond of declaring 

"scientia inflat", cannot excuse his fatness as "scientia" 

because his mind is stuffed with empty folly. More also warns a 

"great father" that, with reference to 2 Cor, 3: 6, because he 

lacks the life-giving spirit, the letter of the law will indeed 

condemn him. The final epigram of this type illustrates the 

lack of concern a parish curate had for his parishioners. He 

tells them too late when they were meant to fast. 

More also had a sharp word for the regulars. In the only 

epigram dealing specifically with them, he compared two friends 

to two brothers in their closeness. A friar corrected him, 

claiming that it would be impossible to find two friends among 

the two hundred 'brothers' in his monastery, thus disproving 

More's simile. (44) 

Given that during the years these pieces were written 

Erasmus had finished his Praise of Folly, Colet had delivered 

his scathing sermon to the assembled prelates and clergy, and 

More himself had explored the nature of priesthood in Utopia, 

it is instructive that only seven epigrams touch on the 

degeneracy of the English clergy. Instead, More's epigrams 

center around humanist themes indicating that clerical reform 

or even clerical criticism was not at the forefront of his 

mind. 

More also tried his hand at writing history. His dual 

English-Latin History of Richard III was probably composed 

intermittently between 1514 and 1518 and although it was never 

44 CW3,277. 
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published in More's lifetime, manuscript copies did circulate 

in England. (45) More's version of the events surrounding 

Richard's accession is designed to teach a lesson. It is a 

study of the deadly effects of worldly ambition and contains 

important information concerning the English clergy and its 

relationship to secular affairs. 

In the History, Richard III is portrayed as a man driven 

to extremes by ambition and a lust for power. (46) In sharp 

contrast to him stood the knowing innocence of the queen and 

the helpless sagacity of Morton, the bishop of Ely. Yet More 

made no mention of any spiritual qualities in Morton which 

could account for the tremendous difference between him and the 

usurper. Morton was simply wiser than Richard who was cast 

into the mold of the classical tyrant. (47) More's feelings 

about tyranny were unequivocal and appeared in several 

epigrams-- he did not need to paint Morton white in order to 

display Richard black. The comparison drawn between the two men 

is strictly limited to the political plane: there is barely a 

hint of Morton as prelate. 

The most important confrontation between tyranny and the 

Church is that Richard must violate the right of sanctuary in 

order to achieve his usurpation- and this he was able to do 

without opposition. In More's view the clergy had been duped 

with culpable ease. Richard's subtle arguments lead them astray 

45 Letters and Papers, Foreign and Domestic, of the Reign of 
Henry VIII, (cited hereafter as LP followed by the volume and 
item number), 21 vols. and Addenda, eds. J Gardiner, J Brewer, R 
Brodie, et al., London, 1862-1932, vol. 'XIII, 828. 

46 CW2,12/24-25. 

47 CW2,37/31,86/17 and 91/6. It must be said that More 
probably depended largely upon Morton as a source when writing 
the history of these events, although his father too would have 
been able to inform him on many of the particulars. 
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during his bold assault on the Church. Only the queen saw that 

Richard had found a "goodly glose by whiche that place that may 

defend a thefe may not saue an innocent ". (48) By referring to 

Richard's argument as a gloss, More was able to connect the 

well-known scholastic device not merely with deceit but with 

the violation of the Church. In addition there was the 

implication that the clergy had been duped by a theological 

technique, suggesting that the clergy themselves were no 

longer able to grasp the central issue--as glosses mask the 

Scriptures, so too a gloss masked Richard's violation of the 

sanctuary. 

The proper relationship between the Church and secular 

government was a pressing issue at the time of More's writing. 

Colet (speaking of the 'benefit of clergy'), had touched on it 

in his famous Convocation sermon, saying to the assembled 
to 

clergy 'ye wyll haue the churches liberte, and nat^be drawen 

afore secular iuges: and that is also ryght. For hit is in the 

psalmes: touche ye nat myne anoynted. But if ye desire this 

liberte, first v. nlouse your selfe frome the worldlye bondage, 

and from the seruices of men.... '(49) The debate then raging in 

London concerned the parliamentary restriction of the benefit 

of clergy to those in higher orders only. Ironically, the two 

opposing sides were both lead by churchmen. The issue was 

symptomatic of a broader struggle over the ancient liberties of 

the Church and the relationship between Canon and common 

law. (50) This debate and the celebrated case of Richard Hunne 

48 CW2,38/2-5. 

49 Lupton, A Life of John Colet, 303. 

50 For a good discussion of this complex issue, see CW9, 
JD Derrett, "The Affairs of Richard Hunne and Friar Standish", 
213-246. 
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involved the Church's right of self determination, a right 

which was being threatened by outside, if not hostile, forces. 

By putting the case for the inviolability of sanctuary in such 

stark terms, that is, that the violation of the Church by a 

tyrant ought to have been resisted by the Church's guardians 

who instead permitted themselves to be duped into abandoning 

their principles, More appears as a strong advocate for 

clerical solidarity in the face of secular pressure. More's 

History of Richard III may have been meant as a timely comment 

on the current course of events: if parliament was imposing 

secular controls on Church liberties, as it was debating in 

1514, parallels could easily be drawn. This is supported by 

More's slanderous comments concerning Standish, the leading 

advocate for restricted clerical immunity in the benefit of 

clergy debate. In 1516, More wrote to Erasmus describing 

Standish as 'the top-ranking Franciscan theologian' who was 

determined to understand nothing whatsoever of Erasmus' works, 

probably because he and his cronies only discussed theology 

'when they were well soaked. ' (51) More had closer ties with 

Abbot Kidderminster, the defender of unrestricted clerical 

immunity, and in his Utopia, priests are completely untouchable 

by secular tribunals. (52) 

Richard had used two clergymen to further his ambitions-- 

Penker, an Augustinian provincial, and Ralph Shaw, brother to 

the mayor of London. Both were 'gras pre chars, both of more 

51 See Selected Letters, 79 and The Complete Works of 
Erasmus, Vol. 4,115 (no. 481). 

52 Lupton, A Life of John Colet, 90ff. For More's ties with 
Kidderminster, it is known that Rastell's first printing of the 
Life of Pico was done ca. 1504-5 'at ye flete brydge at the abbot 
of wynchecombe his place'; See R Gibson, St Thomas More: A 
Preliminary Bibliography of His Works and of Moreana to the Year 
1750, New Haven, 1961,89-90. 
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learning then virtue, of more fame then le rning. '(53) If these 

were indeed men whose fame exceeded their virtue, they were as 

Richard himself was. Fame and learning need not be 

antithetical to virtue, but must not be substitutes for it. 

Shaw's sermon, impugning the legitimacy of Edward IV's 

children, is denounced not so much for its lies but for having 

been preached from the pulpit. That, simply, was desecration. 

In his later letter to Oxford, More elucidated his views on 

preaching and the pulpit--preaching was a 'royal office ... which 

gained the world for Christ' and the pulpit was Christ's 

throne. (54) 

For their part in Richard's tyranny the clergy were 

clearly culpable. As a body, they permitted Richard to remove 

the prince from sanctuary and some in particular actively 

participated in placing Richard on the throne. Although it is 

hard to see how the clergy, even the prelates, could have 

prevented Richard's rise when so many secular lords were behind 

him, they failed to offer even token resistance. Perhaps the 

most incriminating scene was at Richard's coronation, a 

ceremony More compared to the consecration of a bishop. As 

Richard was, the bishop-to-be must be asked three times 

whether he will be bishop, and twice deny, so it appears he 

was compelled. 
(55) This pretended modesty was a travesty in 

Richard's case, and the comparison points to a similiar 

conclusion in the case of actual bishops. By aligning the two 

ceremonies, More indicated a lack of true humility among 

53 CW2,58/23-25. The phraseology is reminiscent of the man 
whom Pico turned to love of Christ; he had been 'not so good as 
cunning. ' 

54 Selected Letters, 97 

55 CW2,80/29-31. 
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prelates and suggested that their spiritual leadership had been 

eclipsed by worldly concerns. (56) 

Thus far in his works More had shown a readiness to 

criticize the English clergy for their failure to live up to 

the standards implicit in their office and for their lack of 

true learning. He chastised them for their moral failings and 

the abandonment of spiritual commitment such failings were 

symptomatic of. But his criticisms had been desultory and 

unfocused. He had not attempted a deeper analysis of of the 

causes of clerical decay. His 1515 'Letter to Dorp' departed 

significantly from his earlier ad hoc comments and marked the 

beginning of More's controversial writing. More was lead by his 

humanistic outlook into an attack on scholastic theology which 

he saw as the greatest obstacle to the adoption of a 

revitalized theology and an attendant clerical renovation. 

In this letter, More defended Erasmus's Praise of Folly 

and launched an offensive against scholasticism which he saw as 

the underlying issue behind Dorp's invectives. He based his 

argument on his belief that dialectics had become an unhealthy 

obsession among theologians who were confusing ends and means. 

Correctly seen, dialectics was a tool for logical 

investigation. By elevating it to an end in itself, which in 

turn resulted in a change of direction in theological activity, 

there was a reduction in clarity instead of an increase in 

understanding and piety. Incorrectly used by scholastics, 

dialectical enquiry perverted language and generated an 

artificial theology whose offensive self-assurance denied the 

56 It is instructive to note that Pico, following his 
conversion, thrice refused the offer of a see in preference to 
the simple pursuit of God and the office of preaching. More did 
not translate the passage where Pico was offered a cardinal's 
hat. See Workes, sigs. aiii(v)-aiii(r). 
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subjective element in Scripture. (57) In fact, Scripture was 

being ignored by theologians in favor of more logically 

consistent writings such as Lombard's Sententia. 

Criticism of quibbling logicians occurs on almost every 

page of the letter to Dorp. Against these men More championed 

true theologians (using Erasmus as his model) who were skilled 

not only in the proper use of dialectics but also in Greek and 
the 

good Latin. These men had such a 'facility with Alanguage that 

they are capable of making a thorough study of the elaborate 

works of Jerome, Augustine, Ambrose and others of the same 

kind. '(58) To illustrate his point that Scripture had lost its 

primacy, More related an anecdote in which an argumentative 

regular displayed an ignorance of Scripture which rivalled only 

his love of contention. (59) 

More followed Colet in emphasizing the importance of the 

literal or historical sense of Scripture. Colet had stressed 

the belief that while there was almost always a literal sense, 

there was not necessarily an allegorical or hidden sense. For 

this reason, close attention to Scripture was the most 

important task confronting any theologian. (60) Placing more 

emphasis on the literal sense of Scripture demanded linguistic 

skills not commonly available in 1515. Greek was largely 

unknown and there was the feeling that Jerome's Vulgate was 

good enough for even the most sophisticated theological 

57 Selected Letters, 23. 

58 Selected Letters, 28. 

59 Selected Letters, 30-32. 

60 Lupton, A Life of John Colet, 106. Colet himself was, 
however, fascinated with the extremes of Pseudo-Dionysius; See 
Trapp, 'John Colet and the Hierarchies of Psuedo-Dionysius', 139- 
140. For similarities between More's and Colet's exegetical 
method, see CW13, lx, lxxvi, lxxxii. 
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inquiries. In addition, returning to the original texts 

threatened to undermine the confidence of the theologians who 

had become familiar with the Vulgate. More acknowledged the 

limitations inherent in man's powers of investigation but 

chastised those who, through fear of uncertainty, refused to 

see the validity in returning to the original texts. More 

pointed out that the Church had been able to function well 

enough before the advent of scholastic theology and that 

theologians should now rely on the Fathers as their guides when 

troubled by unclear passages in the Scriptures. He was 

incensed at the current concern 'not so much with how far sin 

should be avoided but as how close one can come to sin without 

sinning.! (61) 

More's ethical message had also been established by Colet 

several years earlier; 'Hit is nat inough for a priste, after 

my iugement, to construe a collette, to put forth a question, 

or to answere to a sopheme; but moche more a good, a pure, and 

a holy life, approved maners, metely lernynge of holye 

scripture, some knowledge of the sacraments; chiefly and above 

all thyng, the feare of God and love of the hevenly lyfe. '(62) 

More's target in his 'Letter to Dorp' was narrower than Colet's 

and his criticisms were more fully developed. He aimed 

primarily at theologians, not simply priests, but his complaint 

involved churchmen everywhere who followed the scholastic bent. 

More ridiculed the sermons of such men who were incapable of 

presenting the Christian message to their audiences without 

heavy reliance on the collections of prepared material such as 

61 Selected Letters, 36. 

62 Lupton, A Life of John Colet, 300. 
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the Dormi secure and the Vade mecum-(63) Their sermons were 

inept and in their hands the entire art of preaching became 'a 

chilly business. ' Where there was no desire for God in the 

preacher, there was little chance of transmitting the true 

Christian message to a congregation. 

More was careful to restrict his criticisms of clerical 

morals. In a reference to Gerard of Nymegius's Satires, he 

reviewed a list of faults attributed to regulars ranging from 

pride to gluttony, and added; 'Although many do not deserve 

such insulting attacks, there are some to whom individual 

remarks apply: there are also some to whom allt remarks 

apply. '(64) And despite More's implied criticisms of bishops in 

his History of Richard III and at least one of his epigrams, 

More rebuked Dorp's statement deriding bishops for their low 

morals and scandalous illiteracy. More wrote that a bishop's 

position was 'far superior... to that of your theologians, and 

you most clearly realize that they are the successors to the 

Apostles. '(65) It is an indication of the abandon with which 

More engaged in controversy that he could criticize Dorp for 

privately doing what he himself had done or was doing in print. 

More quite naturally saw the episcopal office as 

unassailable because of its apostolic foundation and its 

pastoral responsibilities. Bishops were meant to rule and 

teach, leading a mixed life between action and contemplation. 

But bishops also had another, more substantial role to play in 

the life of the Church which Colet summed up in his work on the 

63 Selected Letters, 39. 

64 Selected Letters, 56. 

65 Selected Letters, 57-58. 
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Divine Hierarchies of Dionysius: 'They that are chief in the 

Church, as are the bishops, receive by revelation what has been 

loosed and bound, and declare what they have received and by 

their works execute the design of God, not their own. '(66) 

That Colet specifically links the ongoing revelation with the 

episcopal office is significant for it was More's view as seen 

in his later works. The dignity and responsibility of the 

episcopal office lay in the fact that it was the direct line of 

succession from the apostles. More was to maintain this belief 

throughout his polemical writings as well as his writings from 

the Tower and although he does not explicitly state that it was 

only through this direct line to the early Church that the 

present Church received its unwritten or extra-scriptural 

revelations, he clearly insists on the validity of this 

succession and the traditions it preserved. 

More developed a systematic critique of the English clergy 

in his Utopia, but for the modern reader, if not for More's 

contemporaries, the relationship between the clergy in Utopia 

and England is problem atic. The Utopia derives its strengths 

from the intended comparison with Christendom or more 

specifically with England itself and the force of the satire 

hinges on the degree of correspondence between the two 

settings. (67) But the Utopia as a piece of literary fiction 

must also be consistent within its own artistic framework and 

any assumptions concerning the applicability of Utopian 

precepts to England must take into account the possibility that 

any particular Utopian practice may have been demanded by the 

66 Colet, The Two Treatises on the Divine Hierarchies of 
Dionysius, ed. Lupton, London, 1869,150. 

67 The remarkable similarities between Utopia and England 
have been pointed out in CW4,387. 
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work's own inner consistency. This reduces certainty when 

making a direct comparisons with More's England, but it is not 

meant to eliminate the invitation to do so. 

The work as a whole shows remarkable unity and clarity of 

thought, prompting one scholar to see in it the basis for 

More's later theology of consensus. (68) More himself may have 

indicated his purpose in writing Utopia; after the conquest, 

Utopus 'brought the rude and rustic people to such a perfection 

of culture and humanity as makes them^superior to almost all 

other mortals ... '(69) This perfection of cultus humanitatisque 

which Utopus wrought in his people was a goal shared by the 

humanists in northern Europe who, like Utopus, were to be the 

agents of the European reform. (70) The Utopia was a herald of 

that reform. 

An important feature concerning the degree of 

correspondence between Utopia and England stems from Utopian 

civil obedience. More described the link connecting all 

Utopians as 'mutuus amor, charitasque'. (71) This is charity 

seen not in its theological sense but rather as wholly rooted 

in the classical concept of virtue and indicates that natural 

fellowship and selflessness are precursors of Christian 

charity. The personal exercise of charity was, in Utopia, 

completely consonant with Utopian social institutions. But 

this is not the case in non-Utopian societies. More later made 

this point in his Responsio ad Lutherum: 'jurisdiction and the 

68 Gogan, The Common Corps of Christendom, 369. 

69 CW4,113/5-7. 

70 See M Fleisher, Radical Reform and Political Persuasion 
in the Life and Writings of Thomas More, Geneva, 1973,172. 

71 CW4,224/8. 
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function of charity are not altogether the same. '(72) There is 

a further complication. In keeping with More's view, which will 

emerge in the polemics of the 1520s, that civic disobedience 

was necessarily linked with sin (e. g. pride), a tension existed 

between secular and spiritual authorities. Utopians had 

harmonized their secular government with the most simple of all 

religious beliefs and their public behaviour was therefore 

unlikely to reflect any awareness of possible conflicts between 

the demands of their religion and that of their society. The 

difficulty for Christians lay in adopting Christian doctrine as 

a blueprint for social action. More's letter to Colet and his 

Life of Pico revealed the unease with which a pious Christian 

viewed the world and More's early belief that sin was simply 

disobedience to God. It is no accident that the Utopians were 

models of obedience--unlike faith and the grace necessary to 

overcome sin, obedience is a product of man's reason. 

More addressed the problem of Christian charity and 

Utopian obedience when he wrote that the common way of life 

seen in Utopia was still used 'among the truest societies of 

Christians. '(73) The connection with Christian regulars, 

already implied by their common life, is strengthened by More's 

Latin pun. His term for 'truest' is germanissimos which also 

means 'most brotherly. ' In other words, the truest Christians 

Are the most brotherly, who share a common way of life, common 

customs and laws. It is among them that the function of both 

Christian and Utopian charity is preserved. 

The picture of Utopian religion serves as a somewhat 

distorting mirror in which More reflected his own thoughts 

72 CW5,197. 

73 CW4,219. 
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about contemporary Christianity. Because Utopians have not had 

the benefit of revelation, religious beliefs in Utopia are 

prescribed by royal edict. On no account are they left up to 

the individual. This limits More's discussion to those 

practices which can be shown to be the products of man's 

reason. With doctrine thus qualified, More reduced his 

liability so far as the Church was concerned but at the same 

time added weight to whatever criticisms of the clergy were 

implied. 

More invited his readers to compare Utopian priests and 

Utopian religion to their own. Certain partial similarities 

would be readily apparent. For example, Utopian priests were 

completely immune from secular tribunals. Keeping in mind the 

contemporary debate in England arising from the praemunire 

charges against the clergy in the Standish case and the current 

attempt to limit 'benefit of clergy', the total clerical 

immunity of Utopian priests merits careful consideration. Given 

the Utopian king's competence to pass laws governing belief, 

clerical immunity there is quite clearly not the result of an 

independent body of men claiming exemption from an outside 

jurisdiction on the strength of a divine injunction. In Utopia, 

the purity and dignity of the priestly office obviates any 

sustained concern over the possibility of malefactors in their 

ranks and their immunity from prosecution is upheld by the 

king. 

As in Christian countries, Utopian priests serve as the 

chief link between the people and their worship. Because 

Christian worship is guided by revelation rather than by 

unaided reason, sacraments bear only a surfic^ al resemblance to 

Utopian ceremonies. Worship in Utopia has a diminished 
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transcendent referent--confession, for example, is performed 

not in secret to the priest but between laymen and the 

'absolution' given is basically human forgiveness. Since there 

is no reality of sin, which can only be forgiven by a priest in 

his capacity as Christ's deputy, Utopian confession becomes 

reconciliation not with God but with one's fellow man. (74) This 

also means that the Utopian belief in divine judgement is 

designed primarily to maintain temporal order, something More 

readily admitted. (75) 

Denied sacramental duties by the nature of their religion, 

Utopian priests are nonetheless effective agents for instilling 

virtue in a population which without constant guidance would 

slip, as all human societies slip, toward disorder. Although 

the priests have no means of punishing ' other than 

excommunication, in cases of extreme impiety they may signify 

an excommunicant for secular punishment. (76) It was the 

exemplary behaviour of the priests which was their greatest 

asset in leading the people to obedience and virtue. More's 

early and lasting conviction that a priest must be seen to 

embody, as much as possible, the message he teaches, is seen to 

be the chief hallmark of the clergy in his most reasonable 

society. His conviction that obedience is essential in society 

is also found in Utopia and was to remain vital to More's 

thought. 

Utopian priests were paragons of virtue, and as such were 

exceedingly few despite the oversupply of qualified candidates. 

Presumably, those virtuous enough to qualify for the priesthood 

74 CW4, 233. 

75 CW4, 223. 

76 CW4, 229. 
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but disappointed through lack of available positions could 

enter one of the island's two 'religious' orders. Their numbers 

were regulated by law--in Utopia there were 702 priests. 

Compared with 16th Century England with a comparable 

population, the ratio of priests to lay population is scanty 

indeed. In his later polemical work, More repeatedly laid the 

number of clergy before his readers and claimed that the matter 

of clerical reform would be more than half ammended if bishops 

would admit fewer into Holy Orders. (77) 

Utopian priests were primarily directors and policers of 

Utopian society. Their 'excommunication' was a punishment so 

feared that it usually resulted in a speedy improvement in the 

offender's behaviour. (78) Offenders who did not demonstrate 

their quick repentance to their priest could be punished by 

secular officials, a process which mirrored the situation in 

England. That bad behaviour and lack of repentance were 

directly tied with impiety emphasized the socio-ethical nature 

of Utopian religion. More was to make the same connection, in a 

Christian context, in his controversy with Luther. The soul's 

attitude toward God was manifested in the individual's 

relationship to proper authority. The priests in Utopia and 

elsewhere are the natural links between civil control and 

individual morality. This is further emphasized by the fact 

that the priests are also the teachers in Utopia. (79) The 

77 Workes, sig. pv (r). There was widespread disregard for 
the legal requirements necessary for admission to the priesthood. 
Colet also comments frequently on the excessive number of 
priests. 

78 CW4,229. 

79 Presumably they did not undertake this responsibility 
unaided. If their low numbers stood them in good stead when 
highlighting the rarity of their virtue, it can hardly have 
helped them when dealing with the overwhelming number of Utopians 
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notion that social turmoil rose from wrong attitudes and that 

bad behaviour was roughly equivalent to rebellion through pride 

is found in Utopia and was to stay with More throughout his 

life. Pride was the chief obstacle preventing a Utopian-style 

state arising elsewhere. (80) In his later polemical works, More 

consistently maintained that heresy itself was the result of 

pride. It is significant that religious dissidents in Utopia 

must discuss their non-conformist beliefs only with priests 

and other high officials who would presumably be able to defend 

themselves and society against heterodox opinions. (81) 

The rituals over which Utopian -priests presided were 

structured to increase and enhance devotion. Because of the 

categorical difference between sacramental rites and the 

Utopian affective rituals, More cannot develop a theology of 

Utopian worship and the part played in it by the island's 

priesthood. In Utopia there could be no intercessory 

priesthood, and presumably whatever the priests did was 

understood and could be duplicated by laymen. Yet we are told, 

lest the gap between priest and lay become too narrow, that the 

Utopian priests did transmit certain hidden mysteries 

concerning the significance of their elaborate garments which 

constantly remind them of God's goodness, their duty toward 

men, and their own piety. (82) More did not elaborate further on 

these traditional mysteries but may have imagined philosophical 

truths such as those found in the platonic and neo-platonic 

works many Englishmen (including Colet) were then studying. 

requiring their services as teachers. 

80 CW4,243. 

81 CW4,223. 

82 CW4,235. 
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The important issue here is that even in non-Christian Utopia, 

the ministering clergy were possessors and transmitters of a 

valuable and hidden body of religious teachings. 

Unlike the priests, the Utopian 'regulars' did not preside 

over public worship. These men and women had no authority and 

served only as laborers, prompted by their own deep devotion 

and the attendant urge to serve others through Utopian-style 

charity. They therefore lead an active life, claiming no 

credit for their toil, scorning leisure while securing it for 

others. (83) Among these 'regulars' there were two types: 

celibate ascetic vegetarians(84) and the less rigorous but 

equally devoted omnivores who permitted themselves the 

happiness of marriage. The superior holiness of the former 

group cannot be explained by reason--we are told it stems 

simply from a deeper religious calling. Because there is no 

sacramental activity possible for either group, their hard 

physical labor must serve them as the means by which they 

endeavored to help their fellow Utopians. In Christian society, 

regulars were able of course, to assist through prayers and 

especially Masses. 

In addition, both types eschewed learning and scientific 

pursuits. (85) When coupled with the fact that in Utopia, 

contemplation of nature is an act of worship acceptable to God, 

this anti-intellectual stance by the island's most religious 

83 CW4,225-7. 

84 That More should choose to define his Utopian 'regulars' 
according to diet indicates the importance asceticism had for 
him. It would readily spring to the minds of his readers that 
among contemporary English regulars, the Carthusians (being 
vegetarian ascetics) most readily fit the pattern of Utopia's 
most holy men. 

85 CW4,225. 
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citizens is a powerful criticism of what passed for 

intellectual activity among Christian regulars. As More wrote 

the Utopia, he was also engaged in the controversy with Dorp, 

and his letter blasting the quibbling theologians (of whom many 

were friars) is illuminated by his portrait of Utopian 

'regulars. ' The leisured life of many Christian regulars at the 

universities simply could not exist in Utopia. Those gifted 

few who elected to pursue intellectual careers (upon the advice 

of the priests) were under obligation to satisy the trust 

placed in their abilities. Leisure was necessary for study and 

it therefore required trust in those on whom it was bestowed. 

The five points with which More introduced Christianity to 

Utopia were significantly Christocentric--his name, his 

teaching, his character, his miracles, and his martyrs. There 

is no mention of the magisterial teachings of the Church or any 

arguments derived from the schoolmen. A culture which had 

already assimilated the finest fruits of rational inquiry could 

only be impressed by a religion of superior ethical purity and 

whose adherents led lives of exemplary fidelity to its 

precepts. Christianity completed the Utopian society by 

changing the foundation of virtue from reason expressed in 

moral action to faith expressed in deeds of Christian charity. 

One problem caused by introducing Christianity was that 

there existed no one capable of conferring Holy Orders, 

producing a debate which More did not resolve. Another problem 

resulted from the Utopian mandate that any religion having 

special ceremonies must celebrate those ceremonies behind 

closed doors. (86) Religious division and religious pluralism 

would be, from the outset, the companion of Christianity in 

86 CW4,233. 
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Utopia. More emphasized this by the episode of a Utopian 

citizen who had been converted to Christianity only to be 

banished for overzealous and intolerant preaching. (87) More's 

faith in the strength of Christianity to prevail once it had 

been introduced is clear. Utopia had been made ready for 

Christianity by the 'rather mysterious inspiration of God', (88) 

and provided that the matter were handled reasonably, truth by 

its own natural force would stand forth conspicuously. (89) 

The image of the Utopian clergy contrasts sharply with 

that of the English clergy found in Book I of the Utopia. 

There, More noted that abbots, who are 'otherwise holy men' are 

also greedy and contributed to the poverty of their tenants 

through the practises of enclosures. (90) Holiness and greed 

could not coincide in Utopia, and cannot in fact anywhere else. 

More also described preachers as 'concionatores homines 

callidi'--and the other two instances of 'callidi' are found in 

conjunction with tricky lawyers and deceitful treaty 

makers. (91) That More felt certain preachers commonly used a 

double standard to the detriment of their listeners is shown 

not only by this coupling of them with known practitioners of 

deceit, and by the anecdote of the friar and the fool(92) but 

by the fact that the proud friar refused to be gently 

admonished by his superior, Cardinal Morton. Such a man would 

87 CW4,219. 

88 CW41 219. More used 'inspiration' only three times in the 
Utopia, and each time it occurs in connection with religious 
change. See CW4,178/11 and 220/12. 

89 CW4,221. 

90 CW41 67. 

91 CW41 100,194,198. 

92 CW4,83. 
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have been banished in Utopia. More also accused the preachers 

of bending the Christian doctrine so as not to upset their 

audience with words they wouldn't want to hear, so as to permit 

them to be bad 'in greater comfort. '(93) 

In sum, More's criticisms of the English clergy centered 

on their excesive numbers and their excessive pride. A smaller 

clergy would have less need of reform and would be able to do 

much toward creating a more harmonious society. Exemplary 

priests would be able to command the respect of the population 

and instill obedience in those lacking the grace of strong 

faith. More clearly saw England's clergy as plagued by pride, 

idleness and preoccupation with pointless academic exercises. 

Christian priests were a channel through which religious truth 

reached the people--a channel which had become obstructed by 

poor theology, worldly distractions, and misplaced values. 

Many of the criticisms More advanced in his pre-controversial 

works remained undeveloped. With the appearance of the 

Protestant reformers, the issue of clerical reform based on a 

reorientation of values and the consequent elevation of 

priestly morals gave way to the complexities of doctrinal and 

institutional revision. After Utopia, More never again openly 

satirized the English clergy. Although both secular and regular 

clergy continued to provide More with points of departure for 

digressions into particular ills, as a corporation they 

disappeared from his works as the object of satire. Instead, 

More began to develop his understanding of the positive 

teaching behind Holy Orders and the role played by Christian 

priests in the economy of salvation. 

93 CW41 101. This is similar to More's summary of 
scholastic quibbling as an investigation into how close one can 
come to sin without sinning. 
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Sir Thomas More's defense of the English clergy in the 

early sixteenth Century against the attacks of reformers both 

at home and abroad caused him to mitigate his own criticisms of 

the clergy. As he stated in his Apology, he was never one to 

blame 'any whole company' for the faults of a minority. And as 

for pointing out clerical faults, More sidestepped the issue 

in his polemical works with the serious jest that the ravings 

of certain heretics left nothing more for More to say. (1) While 

the reformers criticized the institution of priesthood, More 

continued to restrict his observations to the personal failings 

of individual priests and was careful to point out that no 

matter how bad a priest may be, his faults could not impair the 

value of the sacraments he administered. (2) For the authority 

of his holy office as successor of the apostles, the-priest was 

to be respected by all Christians and More classed priests and 

princes together as the two greatest orders placed on earth by 

God. (3) 

By the time More received his commission from the bishop 

of London to read and refute heretical works in English, the 

debate concerning clerical reform was no longer understood in 

such terms as those presented by Colet in his Convocation 

sermon less than 20 years earlier. More's concern in his 

English polemical works centered on the priesthood as a 

sacrament and on priests as ministers of sacramental grace. 

There could be no question of allowing such a debate to hinge 

on the personal morals of a few degenerate clergymen. 

More believed that Holy orders were begun by Christ and that 

1 CW9,50-51. 

2 CW6,299f f. 

3 CW9,50. 
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the priesthood, like the royal estate, had an irrefragable 

superiority in the God-given hierarchy of authority on earth. 

That he also believed the priesthood should serve as an example 

of Christian doctrine and living to the laity is clear from his 

frequent reiteration of clerical shortcomings common in the 

early 16th Century. How closely the priests More patronized 

conformed to these beliefs is the subject of this chapter. 

The immediate responsibility for the spiritual well-being 

of a parish lay with the priest who had the living. Non- 

resident rectors who appointed competent vicars or curates did 

not abuse their office. A problem was that many rectors failed 

to provide for their parish by appointing an irresponsible 

curate or simply no curate at all. Although vicars were sworn 

to reside when appointed, the records show many to have been 

pluralists and non-resident. 

Patrons of church livings were able, however, to ensure 

satisfactory parochial care by extending their patronage to 

priests who would be certain to maintain their cures. While 

the patron had no legal obligation to ensure the proper 

execution of parochial duties by his appointee, a certain 

amount of responsibility may be expected of men like More who 

allied themselves with the defense of clerical pluralism 

against the suggestions that a priest ought not possess 

multiple cures which he could not personally serve. 

There are several reasons why pluralism and non-residence 

should not be seen as the primary criteria by which we judge a 

patron's performance. Most non-residence was as essential to 

society as it was to the Church and there was little impetus to 

change patronage patterns or eliminate pluralism. Lay patronage 

was beyond ecclesiastical control, but ecclesiastical patrons 
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themselves routinely presented pluralists. Bowker's careful 

analysis of the clergy in the diocese of Lincoln reveals that 

Bishop Longland, a conservative churchman by 16th Century 

standards, had a non-residence rate among his presentees of 

about 50% and was known to confer vicarages in his gift upon 

likely non-residents. (4) Yet Longland was known to maintain a 

well run diocese with systematic visitations and a good deal of 

personal attention to administrative details. England's most 

respected regulars, the Carthusians of London, presented a non- 

resident priest to a living in Lincolnshire, and the 

Carthusians of Axholme patronized the, Franciscan Observant 

William Pettows in 1526 who was certainly a responsible 

churchman in one sense but was noted in his Leicestershire 

parish for not repairing the chancel. Bishop Fisher also 

presented non-resident priests the three times he exercised 

patronage in Lincoln diocese. (5) 

There were no solid arguments, theological or otherwise, 

upon which pluralism could be criticized in the early 16th 

Century. The bill against it which resulted in the 1529 

statute was essentially an omnibus bill that touched on many 

other, unrelated clerical practices in addition to non- 

residence and pluralism. The bill's main thrust went against 

particular financial activities of the clergy and in the 

portion of the complaint which discussed non-residence, the 
Is 

first symptom of the abuse mentionedAthat in parishes with non- 

resident incumbents, the poor of the parish were deprived of 

4M Bowker, The Henrician Reformation: The Diocese of 
Lincoln under John Longland, 1521-1547, Cambridge, 1981,45. For 
the best summary of the problem of non-residence and pluralism, 
see Heath, The English Parish Clergy, 50-56. 

5 Bowker, The Henrician Reformation, 45. 
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their 'refreshyng'. Only after this point had been made did the 

bill mention another deprivation--that of preaching and 

teaching. (6) If what the bill alleges is true, that the poor 

depended upon a resident incumbent for their relief, then 

clea^y non-residence would compromise their care if the cure 

were left to a poorly paid curate. But if resident incumbents 

provided a major portion of poor relief in England, this gives 

the lie to critics of the clergy who denied this aspect of 

parochial care and insisted that the clergy only 'milked' the 

laity. More himself noted the obligation of an incumbent to 

provide for poor relief, and of his dependence on tithes to be 

able to do so. (7) More rejected Tyndale's allegation of 

clerical greed in his Confutation and pointed to Scriptural 

authority for priests living by means of the altar. He also 

asserted that clerical duties were far more valuable than lay 

labour, and added that the secular, beneficed clergy did not 

'milk' the laity-- on the contrary, they made no great 

'exaccyons' on them and the unbeneficed clergy could not compel 

anyone at all to give them money. (8) More threw the question of 

pluralism back onto the validity of the papal dispensation 

legitimizing it in the first place. He said the the pope gave 

to the pluralist 'leave to take the cure of [multiple 

benefices], trustyng vpon certayne suggestion that the man were 

suche one as shulde and wolde vse them well... no doubte theres 

but that some man may ryghte well haue the cure of dyuers 

parisshes, and good causes why he so shulde/and do more good in 

6 Lehmberg, The Reformation Parliament 1529-1536, Cambridge, 
1970,81-83,92-94. 

7 CW13,80; Houlbrooke, Church Courts and the People, 119. 

8 CW8 629/29-630/4,635/15-18,636/15-637/19. 
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them bothe than some other shulde in one. '(9) 

If it was desirable to have a graduate clergy, and most 

agreed that it was, then a certain amount of non-residence was 

to be expected as benefices were given to priests to enable 

them to pay for their education. An example is More's 1528 

presentation to the church of Fringford. His priest, one 

Richard Vernham, was recorded to have been at Oxford until 

around 1532 at which time he was ordained priest and would only 

then have been able to serve his cure. When More presented him 

it was probably with the intention of supporting him during his 

education. During his stay at Oxford, Vernham would have been 

able to visit his cure and offer assistance to the curate as 

Fringford was only a day's journey away. Technically Vernham 

could have been classified as non-resident but his parish may 

not have been neglected whatsoever. (10) 

That many did not return to their cures once their 

education was completed does not imply that their cures were 

neglected. Although there may be a tendency to see graduates as 

the more significant group among non-residents, there is no 

reason to believe that they were especially lax in providing 

for the cures entrusted to their care. And as Bowker has 

pointed out, the need for a graduate parish priest actually 

serving the cure was not seen to be a pressing reality until 

the old faith came under attack at the local level. (11) Bishop 

Longland's use of patronage reflected this change in 

perception. He made a concerted effort in the late 1530s to 

9 CW8 596/10-18. 

10 A Emden, A Biographical Register of the University of 
Oxford, A. D. 1501-1540, (cited hereafter as Emden, 1501, ) Oxford, 
1974,592; Bowker, The Henrician Reformation, 114. 

11 Bowker, The Henrician Reformation, 45. 
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ensure that key benefices went to conservative priests. 

The legislation which emerged from the Reformation 

Parliament affected clerical residence in the way it was meant 

to do. Non-residence and pluralism declined sharply in the 

early 1530s yet there is no indication that the quality of 

spiritual care rose significantly at the parish level. In 

July, 1535, when the king had ordered all bishops to ensure his 

new title as head of the English Church was preached throughout 

the dioceses and the repudiation of papal authority was made 

clear to the people, Archbishop Lee of York wrote to Cromwell 

saying that he knows of only a dozen seculars who can preach 

and that there are no learned priests resident in their 

benefices. (12) The full effect of this legislation would not 

be felt until those priests who had received their-livings in 

the decades before that parliament had died out and a new 

generation of priests had taken their place. (13) Those new 

priests would in theory be denied the acquisitiveness which had 

plagued their predecessors. Most of More's presentations occur 

before this parliament and so tell us nothing about his 

attitude to the restrictions imposed on the clergy. Of his two 

presentations following the first set of legislation in 1529 

however, one seems to violate the spirit if not the letter of 

the laws against pluralism. Some of the priests he patronized 

received further livings long after More's star had waned and 

were exempt from the new laws only because of their high 

status. Men such as William Knight and William Leyson, two well 

placed and well connected clerks, continued to collect livings 

12 LPVIII, 963. 

13 Bowker, The Henrician Reformation, 113,119; Hughes, The 
Reformation in England, I, 211-213. 
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from powerful patrons who continued to use patronage in the 

old way. 

The use of Church livings as a substitute for a salary seems 

to have been widely accepted and More clearly believed that 

churchmen who rendered a service to the crown could be properly 

rewarded by the gift of a benefice. (14) Only one of his 

presentations went to a priest whose secular duties outweighed 

his spiritual ones and it is significant that that particular 

living was the only one in More's gift which did not involve 

the cure of souls. Laymen too, especially highly-placed laymen, 

received rewards from the Church for services rendered or 

anticipated--services which may have had little to do with 

spiritual matters. Although More himself was ineligible to 

receive a living, he did accept fees and corrodies from 

religious houses. He was granted a corrody at Glastonbury Abbey 

on the death of Edward Poxwell, 25 May 11 Henry VIII (1519) and 

maintained contacts with this famous monastery at least until 

1524 when he was present at the swearing in of the abbot-elect 

Richard Whyting in a small chapel of York Place. Whytyng later 

was martyred for his resistance to Henry VIII. After More's 

death, Cromwell demanded More's corrody, which Whytyng gave 

him. More also received a pension from St John's of Jerusalem 

and for at least one year he received a stipend from Spalding 

Priory in Lincoln. Finally, in 1530, both More and his wife 

Alice were admitted to 'full confraternity' with the monks of 

Christ Church, Canterbury. This granted the Mores a share in 

all the prayers, fasts, and alms of the community in return for 

his generous but unspecified benefactions, and while this 

cannot be said to represent any financial reward it may have 

14 Selected Letters, 70 . 
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entailed something More considered more valuable. (15) 

In at least one case we see More using his patronage in 

concert with Wolsey's wishes. More presented a priest in 1526 

who had just recently been unable to persuade the Cardinal to 

appoint him to a position at oxford. The priest had received 

Wolsey's favours before and Wolsey may have asked More to 

present him to a living as compensation. Of course it is also 

possible that the priest in question was known to More prior to 

this and that the gift of a living occurred independently of 

any suggestion from Wolsey. This illustrates a problem inherent 

in any analysis of a system which is laced by grants and favor. 

Men like More received occasional rights to present under 

different circumstances, each of which could call for its own 

type of response. There was no written rule to follow but in 

many cases there would be political and personal 

considerations. A careless choice could offend a superior. 

It is against this background that we must judge More's 

patronage. His eight presentations fall within the ten year 

period from 1523 to 1533 and his clerks ranged from the obscure 

to the illustrious. Almost all of his presentations went to 

pluralists or to men who, by accepting More's gift of a cure 

became pluralists and all but one of the livings in his gift 

involved the cure of souls. 

It is interesting to note that More's first two 

15 Registers of Thomas Wolsey, bishop of Bath and Wells 
1518-23, John Clerke, bishop of Bath and Wells 1532-41, William 
Knyght, bishop of Bath and Wells 1541-47, and Gilbert Bourne, 
bishop of Bath and Wells 1554-59, ed. Sir Henry Maxwell-Lyte, 
Somerset Record Society, 55, (1940), 84-88; LPIII, 280; LPIV, 188 

and 313; LPVII, 1675; H Salter, A Subsidy Collected in the 
Diocese of Lincoln in 1526, (cited hereafter as Salter, Subsidy),, ' 

oxford Historical Society, 63 (1909), 93-94; H Herbruggen, ed., 
Sir Thomas More: Neue Briefe, Munster, 1966,88-91; BL MS 
Lansdowne 979 fo. 127. 
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presentations went to the same man at a time when More was 

stepping out of the world of academic humanism and embarking on 

his career as a Catholic polemicist. During the years 

surrounding the publication of his reply to Brixius's Antimorus 

(1520) and the Responsio ad Lutherum (1523), More patronized 

John Palsgrave twice. Palsgrave was a fellow courtier and 

humanist who was engaged as a royal tutor. It seems that 

Palsgrave needed support which he was not getting from the 

king: a quick glance at Palsgrave's patrons reveals that 

despite his standing at court the king was not among those who 

presented him to ecclesiastical livings. The use of Church 

revenue for quite secular purposes may not have seemed 

inappropriate to More but it did to some and Palsgrave would 

for several reasons seem to be More's least, admirable 

presentee. There is no indication, however, that Palsgrave 

neglected any of his several cures. 

More's first presentation was in 1523 when he presented 

Palsgrave to the rectory of Holbrook, Suffolk on the death of 

the previous incumbent Reginald Bladys. (16) More was given the 

presentation to Holbrook by Humphrey Wingfield, a client of 

Wolsey's who was destined to become Speaker of the Commons in 

1533. He was a lawyer and rising, which may explain his 

connection with More. Palsgrave had been tutor to Princess Mary 

and had already acquired some standing at court. Despite his 

lay status in 1514 he held a prebend in St Paul's (which he 

16 palsgrave's Acolastus, (hereafter cited as Palgrave's 
Acolastus) ed. Carver, Early English Text Society, 202, xviii, 
xxxiv-xxxv, and l. This corrects the assertion, made by Carver, 
that More was Palsgrave's patron when the latter received the 

rectory of Alderton on the death of Gregory Mawer. The relevant 
material is to be found in the Norfolk Record Office, Institution 
Book 14, fos. 161 and 180. I owe this information to the efforts 
of the Norfolk archivist, Miss Jean Kennedy. Palsgrave was 
instituted to Holbrook on 31st May 1523. 
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retained until his death) and in 1518 was given the rectory of 

Asfordby, Leics. which he resigned in 1525. (17) He had been 

collated to both these livings by their respective bishops 

perhaps on the suggestion of the king who would have had to pay 

Palsgrave from the royal coffers if no benefices could be 

found. He was also rector of Alderton, Suffolk on the 

presentation of Charles, Duke of Suffolk in 1520. The Duke was 

closely associated with both the king's sister and his 

illegitimate son. 

More's next presentation also went to Palsgrave. In 1524 he 

presented him to the wealthy living of Keyston in 

Northamptonshire. (18) The presentation was given to More by 

Walter Devereux, Lord Ferrers, who was closely associated with 

the Princess Mary and soon to become steward of her household. 

Devereux undoubtedly knew Palsgrave and may have suggested to 

More that he use Keyston in support of the princess's ex- 

schoolmaster. Both presentations were 'pro hac vice '--that is, 

there were to be used only once with all subsequent 

presentations reverting back to the usual patron. 

The presentation to Holbrook draws us into a complicated 

relationship which existed between Sir Richard Wingfield, his 

brother Humphrey (who held the advowson), Sir Thomas More and 

17 G Hennessy, Novum Repertorium, London, 1898,45 and 
xliii; R Newcourt, Repertorium Ecclesiasticum Parochiale 
Londinense, 2 Vols., London, 1708-1710, I, 200; Palsgrave's 
Acolastus, xvii & n. 4. The prebend in question brought in over 
£10 which was not as large a sum in London as it would have been 
in a country parish. In 1523, Palsgrave complained to Wolsey 
that the parsonage of Ashfordby had been left in a ruinous 
condition and that the previous incumbent's executors had been 
forced by the ordinary to pay him for the necessary repairs, but 
had not met the full cost. LPIII, 3681. 

18 Lincoln Archives Office Register 27, fo. 234v. (MSS in 
this office will be cited as LAO followed by their call number. ); 
VEIV, 260; VEIII, 429; Palsgrave was inducted into Keyston 18 
July, 1524. 
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John Palsgrave. The editor of Palsgrave's Acolastus has 

suggested a plausible hypothesis which depicts Palsgrave as 

chronically impecunious, hence his attempts to sell his 

benefices to the highest bidder. Palsgrave's hard times seem to 

have begun after More's patronage although his inability to 

manage his finances may have been influential in drying up 

More's generosity. In 1526 Palsgrave wrote to More seeking 

further gifts to help him 'trede under fote thys horrible 

monster pouerty whyche hytherto hath beene so homely wyth me 

that sche hath made me aschamyd off my selff' but he received 

nothing. (19) Coming from a man who could-list five churches in 

his possession while still in minor orders, such a plea may 

have been justly ignored. Palsgrave was finally appointed as 

schoolmaster to Henry VIII's illegitimate son which presumably 

relieved him of the need to collect rectories: he resigned 

several livings around the time of his appointment as 

schoolmaster. 

More's final patronage of Palsgrave brought to five the 

number of his livings. In all probability Palsgrave lived in 

London, leaving his cures to men competent to serve them. It 

is certain that he was absent from his wealthy rectory of 

Keyston. The visitations of 1526 and c. 1540 note this and 

indicate that the cure was being served by John Colin, later by 

19 Carver suggests that Palsgrave was distantly related to 
the Wingf ields and that upon Sir Richard's death in 1525, his 
brother Humphrey was reluctant to take upon himself any patronage 
Sir Richard may have promised Palsgrave. Carver sees Palsgrave's 
chronic lack of funds as due primarily to the failure of this 
promised patronage, and that because of this Palsgrave was forced 
to barter for benefices. See Palsgrave's Acolastus, xxvi-xxx. 
Palsgrave's letter to More should be dated 1526 and not 1529 as 
in Rogers, Correspondence, 403-5; A. Reed, ed. Under God and the 
Law: Papers Read to the Sir Thomas More Society of London, Second 
Series, oxford, 1949,27. 
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Joseph Barne. Neither visitation records any untoward problems 

in the parish. (20) Keyston's previous incumbent had been an 

absentee for twenty years and seems to have neglected the 

fabric of the rectory, a problem which does not recur in the 

records after Palsgrave receives the living. (21) 

Palsgrave resigned Asfordy and Alderton in 1525 and Holbrook 

in 1533 when he was collated to the rich living of St Dunstan's 

East in London. He may have personally served this cure for he 

was finally ordained priest by then. In 1545 he received a 

dispensation to hold a third benefice which he received from 

his former pupil now Lord Mountjoy. (22) -As an example of the 

type of clerk More chose to present to two livings, Palsgrave 

is instructive. He was an educated courtier and seems to have 

behaved responsibly toward at least one cure but little else 

is known about his dealings with his other livings. We do not 

know if he lacked a well developed sense of responsibility to 

his parishes but on the basis of his documented attempt to 

parlay his livings into further financial successes, it seems 

that he may have valued the economic aspects of his benefices 

more than the pastoral. 

More made his third presentation in 1526 when he was 

Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster. He presented John Larke 

to the rectory of Woodford in Essex on a gift 'pro hac vice' 

20 LAO, Vj. 6, fo. 45; LAO, Vj. 11, fo. 79. 

21 Visitations in the Diocese of Lincoln, 1517-1531, ed. A. H. 
Thompson 3 vols., Lincoln Record Society, (hereafter cited as 
LRS), 33(1940), 35(1944), 37(1947), 33(1940), 3; An Episcopal 
Court Book, ed. M. Bowker, LRS 61 (1967), 101. 

22 Palsgrave's Acolastus, xxxiv, xxxv, l, lii; Hennessy, Novum 
Repertorium, xliii; Newcourt, Repertorium, I, 334; D. S. Chambers, 
Faculty office Registers, 1534-1549. Oxford 1966,264. 
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from the abbot and convent of Waltham Holy Cross. (23) More's 

choice of Larke is interesting. He has left a cold trail until 

his first appearance in the records as rector of St 

Ethelburga's, London in 1504. There is no first link in the 

chain connecting him to More but the hand of Wolsey may be 

glimpsed. Wolsey had produced an illegitimate son with one 

Joan Larke whose brother Thomas was Wolsey's confessor and who 

later became a surveyor of the King's works. John Larke may 

have been a kinsman of this family. (24) More must have been 

impressed by Larke for he was later to become the rector of 

More's own parish church. 

When Larke was presented to Woodford, he was rector of St 

Ethelburga's on the presentation of the prioress and convent of 

St Helen's, Bishopsgate. He appears as the beneficiary of at 

least two of his parishioners there, in 1513 and 1519, so it is 

likely that he served the cure himself. (25) In addition to 

23 Guildhall Library (hereafter cited as GL), MS 9531-10 
fo. 17. Larke was instituted to Woodford on 18th January 1526. In 
this as in other cases, it is difficult to know when More had 
been given the right to present. It is most likely that in this 
case he received it upon his elevation to the chancellorship, 
which would mean that the abbot granting the privilege was John 
Malyn. Waltham was a frequent stop on the royal progress and 
More would have had an opportunity to accompany the king there 
often enough to make him the target of well-wishing regulars. See 
LPIV, 2432. The abbots of Waltham were politically active and the 
gift of a presentation to a church owned by the abbey may have 
been a routine gesture to an ascending courtier. See Lehmberg, 
Reformation Parliament, 41. 

24 C. W. Ferguson, Naked to Mine Enemies: The Life of Cardinal 
Wolsey, Boston 1958,86-87. Both Thomas Larke and his possible 
kinsman John were connected with St Helen's, Bishopsgate. John 
was presented by the convent to a living and Thomas seems to have 
been connected in a mysterious business concerning the election 
of a new prioress. LPIV, 5971; LPV, 15. 

25 Newcourt, Repertorium, I, 345-6; London Consistory Court 
Wills, 1492-1547, ed. I. Darlington, London Record Society, 1967, 
Willis nos. 49,51; Victoria County History (hereafter cited as 
VCH), London I, 461. The prioress at the time was probably Alice 
Trewethall. 
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this rectory, Larke also held that of Polebrook in 

Northamptonshire to which he had been presented by the abbot 

and convent of Peterborough in 1523. (26) He resigned this 

living in favour of Richard Bayly six months before his 

institution at Woodford. (27) The reasons for this resignation 

remain obscure. 

Later in 1526 More presented again in Essex. His priest 

this time was an Oxford scholar, Laurence Barber, fellow of All 

Souls and a former proctor of the University along with the 

better known Thomas Starkey. Barber was one of Wolsey's 

scholars and held his positions at the University through 

Wolsey's direct influence. (28) More may have known him through 

the cardinal, or perhaps through other personal contacts. (29) 

In July 1526 Barber had written to Wolsey asking for an 

appointment as lecturer in philosophy at Oxford, a position he 

did not receive. (30) In light of this, More's presentation 

causes no surprise--Barber was a scholar, a friend of Grocyn's, 

26 LAO Reg. 27, fo. 109v. Robert Kirton was the abbot. See VCH 
Northants., II, 93. 

27 LAO Reg. 27, fo. 116v. Bayly was a graduate non-resident 
at Polebrook in 1526-7 and at some point was rector of 
Sharnebrook. See Emden, 1501,35; LAO Vj. 6, fo. 110 and Vj. 
11, fo. 11; VE IV, 203. 

28 GL MS 9531-10, fo. 16; Barber was instituted to Lawford on 
10 August 1526; LPIII, 2267,2604; Emden, 1501,23. 

29 Barber was known to many of More's close friends. In 
1520, More's friend Linacre, acting as executor for William 
Grocyn, paid Barber 6s 8d as stipulated by Grocyn's will. See 
Collectanea II, Oxford Historical Society, 16, (1980), 327. 

30 In this letter he designates himself S. D. P and claims to 
have studied philosophy for nine years. As there is no record of 
this at English universities--although the records are deficient- 

-it may be that Barber went abroad after leaving oxford in 1522. 
LPIV, 2361. 
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and had been patronized by Wolsey. Taken together, these add 

up to a likely candidate for a substantial rectory. Whether 

Wolsey pressed More into making this presentation or not is 

impossible to say. It is clear that much pressure would not 

have been needed. The gift of a presentation 'pro hac vice' 

from the usual patron Sir William Say is also explicable. 

Keeping in mind that More was recently successor to Sir Richard 

Wingfield as Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, a position 

which would make More the target of those who sought his favor, 

it is enough to note that Say was related by marriage to 

Erasmus's patron Mountjoy and was also a friend to Grocyn, 

Linacre, and Richard Whitford--all of whom figure largely in 

More's London. 

Barber had been collated to the modest Lincoln prebend of 

Welton Ryvall shortly before More presented him to Lawford. (31) 

In addition to these two livings Barber is listed as the rector 

of Weston Axebridge in Somerset, although no trace of his 

institution survives. (32) 

Toward the end of November 1526, More received the gift of a 

presentation to the next vacant canonry in St Stephen's, 

Westminster. This grant was to be exercised jointly with 

Cuthbert Tunstal, then bishop of London. (33) Dr Guy points out 

31 LAO Reg. 27, fo. 4v; Chapter Acts of the Cathedral Church of 
St Mary of Lincoln 1520-36, ed. R. E. G. Cole, 2 vols., Lincoln 
Record Society, 12 (1915) & 13 (1917), LRS 12 (1915), 69; 
Salter, Subsidy, 37; VEIV, 18; More was witness to the previous 
incumbent's resignation, which took place at Eltham. Barber seems 
to have held all his livings for life. 

32 VE I, 190; The county archivist Derek Shorrocks confirms 
that there is no surviving record of any institutions to Weston 
between 1425 and 1555. It also seems clear that the advowson was 
held by the bishop of Bath and Wells, which suggests that Barber 
received this living from Wolsey. 

33 LPIV, 2644; The grant is printed in full in Rogers, 
Correspondence, no. 147. 



84 

that this was a typical courtier's gift, as indeed the king 

granted several such 'pro unica vice' presentations to St 

Stephen's throughout his reign, and suggests that it was 

potentially lucrative should More and Tunstal decide to exploit 

it. (34) If any profit to More resulted from this gift, the 

records carry no trace of it. 

The next canon to be installed after November, 1526 was 

William Knight, installed 19 December, 1527 upon the 

resignation of John Taylor. (35) More's choice of Knight to 

present to a prestigious canonry in the royal chapel is 

interesting. He had been long connected with More and Tunstal 

through various embassies including More's earliest one in 1515 

and had been a royal chaplain as early as 1513. And like More 

he was named as one of the four council members Wolsey trusted 

to be always in attendance on the king in the flattering but 

never instituted Eltham ordinances of 1526. He was well 

educated, well connected and had become the royal secretary a 

little over one year before More and Tunstal presented him to 

the canonry. The presentation seems uneventful unless one heeds 

Professor Scarisbrick's suggestion that Knight's appointment as 

royal secretary represents 'an important advance on the 

chessboard for Wolsey's opponents. '(36) If that is so, then 

34 JA Guy, The Public Career of Sir Thomas More, Brighton 
1982,25. 

35 LPIV, 3591 & 3677; Hennessy, Novum Repertorium, 455. 

36 J, J. Scarisbrick, 'The King's Good Servant', Thought, 52 
(1977), 249-268,254. That Knight replaced Taylor despite 
Taylor's entreaties to Wolsey is borne out by the entry 
calendered in LPIV, 3527 where Taylor wrote to the cardinal in 
late October, 1527, that the king marvelled that he had not 
resigned his prebend in favor of Knight, and asked Wolsey to 
intercede for him. Within a matter of weeks, Knight had received 
Taylor's prebend. This strengthens my contention that More and 
Tunstal acted in accordance with the king's wishes when they 
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More and Tunstal consolidated this advance by presenting Knight 

to the canonry, perhaps on instructions from the king himself. 

At any rate, it is clear that Wolsey and Knight had never 

agreed and that Wolsey used More as his channel of 

communication with the king rather than relying on Knight. (37) 

By patronizing Knight, More may have been distancing himself 

from the cardinal. 

More's next presentation came in 1528. Unlike his earlier 

presentations given to him 'pro hac vice', this was his by 

right--that is, he owned the advowson. In January 1525, More 

was granted part of the lands of Sir Francis Lovell who had 

been attainted by Henry VII. Included in this parcel were the 

manors and advowsons of Ducklington and Fringford, both in 

Oxfordshire. The advowson to Fringford was in fact a moiety 

shared with the Gifford family with alternating rights of 

patronage. In 1523, the Giffords presented a family member, 

Magister Edmund Gifford who seems to have been a graduate. No 

information concerning his performance in the cure is available 

and he died in 1528. The next presentation was by More who 

presented Richard Vernham to the living. Vernham was instituted 

in May, 1528 in the old Temple in London which served as Bishop 

Longland's official palace. (38) Vernham had attended St Paul's 

School in London which may explain how he came to More's 

attention. He was just a sub-deacon when More presented him 

presented Knight. It is not clear what action, if any, Wolsey 
took on Taylor's behalf. 

37 Ibid., 255. 

38 LPVIII, 149(16); J. C. Bloomfield, The history of 
Frinaford, Hethe, Mixbury, Newton Purcell, and Shelswell, London 
no date [18901,14-15; VCH Oxford VI, 131; LAO Reg. 27, fo. 177v. 
LAO Reg. 27, fo. 184v. 
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and it is likely that the living was intended to enable Vernham 

to attend oxford. The records show that he applied for a B. A. 

the day after receiving Fringford. (39) Because Fringford was 

close to oxford, Vernham may have been able to assist his 

curate from time to time: he is not listed as absent in the 

visitation of 1530 despite the fact that he was still 

officially at Oxford. (40) At some point in the 1530s he must 
have left his cure--if indeed he ever resided--for he is noted 

as non-resident in a visitation around 1540 and another 

graduate is serving in his place. This curate, Thomas 

Lychfield, became Fringford's rector when Vernham resigned in 

his favour in 1549, perhaps to become rector of Worthie 

Mortymer. (41) 

Vernham's later absence from Fringford may have been due to 

William Paulet, created Ord St John in 1537. In a dispensation 

in 1548, Vernham is described as Paulet's chaplain, which he 

could have become as early as 1537 when Paulet was raised to 

the resurrected barony. Oddly, Vernham's dispensation allowed 

him to hold another cure in addition to Fringford, yet he 

resigned it the following year. (42) He later held a prebend in 

39 Register of the Unversity of oxford 1449,1505-1571 
(hereafter cited as Boase, Register) ed. C. Boase, Oxford 
Historical Society, I, 1885) 152; Emden, 1501,592. 

40 LRS 33 (1940), 199. His curate was Richard Lye; 
Boase, Register, 152. 

41 Bloomfield, History of Fringford... and Shelswell, 34; LAO 
Vj. 11, fo. 98v; Emden, 1501,370. Vernham also seems to have been 
rector of Worthie Mortymer from around May 1549. See Registra 
Stephani Gardiner et Johannis Poynet, episcoporum Wintoniensium, 
ed. H. E. Malden and H. Chitty, Canterbury and York Society 37, 
(1930) 145. 

42 Chambers, Faculty Office Registers, 308. Can any student 
of More be surprised at the irony of Vernham as chaplain to one 
of More's judges? 
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the once monastic cathedral of Worcester, which he kept until 

his death in 1556. Like More's other priests, he appears to 

have been well connected, well educated, and as far as the 

visitation records show, responsible. 

In 1530 More again presented John Larke to a rectory, this 

time to his own parish church in Chelsea upon the resignation 

of Robert Dandie. (43) More had been given a presentation by 

John Islip, abbot, and the convent of Westminster. The Abbey 

used to own Chelsea manor and retained the advowson despite 

losing the lands. When More moved to Chelsea in 1524, Dandie 

was probably the incumbent although no record of his 

institution survives in the registers. His resignation is 

equally obscure--no trace of a pension is recorded in the Valor 

Ecclesiasticus or in Larke's institution but it is not 

improbable that More arranged Dandie's resignation on Larke's 

behalf. This contention is supported by the fact that Dandie 

had allowed the heretical preacher Bilney access to his 

pulpit. (44) John Islip, the usual patron, was a close friend of 

More's who had worked with him often during his campaign to 

eradicate heresy in London and may have aided More if he did 

press for Dandie's removal. In any event, More was then Lord 

Chancellor and granting him the right to present to his own 

parish church would have been an obvious and appreciated favor. 

It was at Chelsea, with Larke officiating, that More 

1530.43 
GL MS 9531/10, fo. 167. Larke was instituted 29 March, 

44 VEI, 417,433; B. Harvey, Westminster Abbey and its 
Estates in the Middle Ages, Oxford 1977,77-9,167n.; Dandie was 
also a chaplain in St Margaret's, Westminster in 1521, Hennessy, 
Novum Repertorium, 120 and 438. For the connection with Bilney, 
see i Davis, "The Trials of Thomas Bylney and the English 
Reformation", The Historical Journal, 24 (1981), 775-790,780. 
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provoked Norfolk's rebuke by singing in the choir. (45) More 

built himself a chapel there which survives to this day, and it 

is the parish which we must assume he knew best. More's 

biographers tell us he heard Mass in his private chapel behind 

his house, and it would probably have been celebrated by Larke. 

If he was More's chaplain--that is, as a chaplain to a 

dignitary--Larke could legally hold two benefices. He would 

have needed a dispensation for the third. But More disliked the 

idea of private chaplains, and it is most likely that since 

More lived close enough to the church Larke could conveniently 

celebrate in both places. (46) 

Larke had also been presented to the rectory of Leybourn in 

Kent in 1527 by Abbot Henry More and the convent of St Mary's 

Graces, London on the death of the incumbent Thomas Sewell. 

Larke dutifully resigned his living of Woodford within two 

weeks of receiving this wealthier Kent living. This 

presentation explains his resignation of Woodford within two 

weeks of receiving the more lucrative Leybourn. How he came to 

the attention of the abbot is unknown, but Sir Thomas More's 

hand might be suspected in arranging for his priest to receive 

45 Roper, 51. 

46 CW6,301 for More's views of private chaplains. Larke 
would have needed a dispensation anyway, since his benefices were 
all cures. There is a riddle surrounding Larke's involvement in 
an incident centering on two nuns. In the Apology, More alluded 
to the case, which he seems to have investigated, and again tells 
the story in his Confutation of Tyndale's Answer. More claimed a 
Protestant bookbinder named Byrt helped two nuns 'escape' their 
cloister and flee to Antwerp where they met up with George Joy, a 
noted Protestant writer. Joy denied this and accused John Larke 
of having forced the nuns to flee their cloister to avoid being 
made harlots. The cloister in question was probably St. Helen's 
in London. See CW9,365 and CW8,902-3. 
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a wealthier living. (47) Larke also became a martyr for the 

Catholic faith. Although he must have sworn the oath which More 

refused, Larke was nonetheless part of the Catholic circle 

which broke up shortly after More's death. Sometime before 

1540 he was presented to the consistory court of London for 

being absent from his Chelsea parish, which had suffered 

dilapidation suggestive of at least a few years' neglect. By 

1541 he had negotiated a pension for resigning his London 

living of St Ethelburga's and it is most likely that he retired 

to Kent with the Ropers. He was indicted in 1543 with the Roper 

family chaplain John Ireland for his role in the 'Prebendaries 

Plot' and executed shortly thereafter. (48) 

Larke's record in his parishes is not fully documented, but 

there is some evidence surviving. At Leybourn,, the regular 

visitations record the names of his curates, and one entry 

states that the churchwardens had allowed part of the church to 

fall into disrepair in 1528. The damage was repaired (49), and 

may have been caused prior to Larke's entry into the living. 

And at St. Ethelburga's, London, Larke's curate was one of 

nearly sixty curates examined by the bishop in early December 

1530. He was permitted to remain in the cure after he had 

promised to upgrade his education. Well over two-thirds of 

47 I am indebted to the Rev. Bernard Wigan, who is editing 
Fisher's register, for providing me with this information. 

48 B. Gogan, ' The Common Corps of Christendom, 372; Larke's 
execution is noticed in BL MS Lansdowne 980, fo. 42. (for a 
printed copy of Larke's indictment, see B. Camm, Lives of the 
English Martyrs, 2 vols., London 1904-5,1,545-6. ) For Larke's 

consistory court citation and pension, see S Brigden, 'The Early 
Reformation in London, 1522-1547: the Conflict in the Parishes' 
(Unpublished Ph. D. thesis, Cambridge, 1979), 309 

49 Kent Archives Office MS DRa/vb. 4 [Visitations of the 
Archdeacons of Rochester,. 1504-65], fos. 50,93,168, and 254. 
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those examined were dismissed, an indication of Bishop 

Stokesley's vigor. (50) 

The last presentation More made was in 1533 when he 

presented William Leyson to the rectory of Ducklington. As in 

the case of the presentation to Fringford, More owned this 

advowson outright, and it included not only the rectory of 

Ducklington but the small chapel of Cockthorp which was annexed 

to the larger living. (51) Leyson was a doctor of both laws, and 

a member (like More) of the select group of London legalists 

known as the College of Advocates (later called the Doctor's 

Commons. )(52) He had also filled in as commissary sede vacante 

for London shortly after Stokesley took over in 1530. (53) 

Leyson was a career churchman who seemed unaffected by the 

limits on pluralism intended by the recent parliamentary 

reforms. More's presentation was in effect an arranged 

exchange whereby Leyson resigned one of his livings in favor of 

the then rector of Ducklington John Johnson who simultaneously 

resigned Ducklington in favor of Leyson. (54) 

More may have presented Leyson to Ducklington simply out of 

personal affection, or he may have felt he was advancing the 

career of one who would stand the Church in good stead. More 

probably realized that this was the last presentation he was 

likely to have, which makes it all the more interesting. Leyson 

50 GLC MS DL/. C/330 fo. 265v. 

51 LAO Reg. 27, fo. 192; 

52 Emden, 1501,353; G. Squibb, Doctor's Commons Oxford 
1977,141. 

53 McLaren, 'An Edition of Foxford; a Vicar General's Book 
of the Diocese of London 1521-1539', (Unpublished M. Phil 
thesis, ) London, 1973,99. 

54 LAO Reg. 27, fos. 57v, 192. Leyson was instituted to 
Ducklington on 24 February 1533. 
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is certainly the most educated of More's priests and the fact 

that he is a legalist encourages us to ask whether More may 

have intended to advance the career of a churchman who could 

help prevent the complete erosion of the Church's independent 

legal system. If this was the case, More may have been 

disappointed. In 1535, Leyson became a Master of Chancery, a 

position one did not attain at that time without Cromwell's 

fiat. 

Leyson held many benefices. His first was the prebendal 

vicarage of Cropredy in Lincoln. The prebendary, Richard 

Roistan, presented Leyson to the living in 1522 and Leyson held 

it until his death. (55) Leyson also held a prebend of his own 

in Coventry, that of Gaia Minor to which he had been collated 

by the bishop of Coventry and Lichfield, Geoffrey Blythe in 

1527. (56) Two years later he was presented by Thorney Abbey to 

the rectory of Deeping Market in Lincolnshire which the 

previous incumbent Richard Wolman (also a member of the College 

of Advocates) vacated in his favour. (57) In 1531, Leyson was 

presented to another rectory, Ripton Abbots, this time by the 

Benedictines of Ramsey. As with all his other livings save 

Deeping Market, Leyson held it for life. (58) 

When More presented him to Ducklington, 'therefore, Leyson 

55 LAO Reg. 27, fo. 175v; LRS 12(1915), 25. 

56 J Le Neve, Fasti Ecclesiae Anglicanae: 1300-1541,12 
Vols., ed. B Jones, London, 1962-1967, X, 43. 

57 LAO Reg. 27, fo. 44. It is interesting to note that Wolman 
eventually succeeds Roistan to the Cropredy prebend. Wolman was 
presented to this living by Henry VIII, to whom Bishop Longland 
of Lincoln had conceded a presentation. See LAO, Presentation 
Deeds (PD), 1530, no. 23. Wolman was wealthy enough to leave £20 
to the poor scholars of Oxford and Cambridge when he died. 
Emden, 1501,636; VCH Cambridge, II, 216-17; Squibb, Doctor's 
Commons, 133. 

58 LAO Reg. 27, fo. 242. 
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held four livings, three with cure of souls. As not all of 

these had been acquired prior to April, 1530 (the date 

stipulated in the first session of the Reformation Parliament), 

he would have needed a new dispensation. His possession of 

Ducklington involved no increase in his number of livings 

(because it was an exchange) but in 1541 he added two more 

benefices to his holdings bringing the total to six. (59) 

Leyson's handling of his cures is difficult to assess 

because of the paucity of records. At Cropredy his curates, 

Henry Valiaunte in 1526 and William Anton in 1540 have, not 

surprisingly, left no trace. There are no visitation records 

for Cropredy prior to 1540 but in that year Leyson is noted as 

absent although the cure was being served. (60) He received 

Ripton Abbots too late to be responsible for the 'omnia bene' 

of the 1530 visitation, and he is simply noted as absent in the 

visitation ten years later. His curate then was one John 

Fauxe. (61) The parish given him by More had been ill-served in 

recent memory but the man Leyson replaced as rector seems to 

have done alright. There are no problems until Leyson received 

the living which then reports him as the party responsible for 

the dilapidated state of the annexed chapel of Cockthorp 

('Cancellus ca[pe]le de Cockthroppe ruinatus in fenestra super 

sacrarium eucharistie adeo ut pluvia cadet infra... culpa 

magistri doctoris Leson rectoris de Duklyngton'). The only 

curate named in connection with Ducklington during Leyson's 

59 He received the rectory of Southam, Warwickshire, and a 
canonry in Ely; Emden, 1501,353. 

60 LAO Vj. 11, fo. 109; Salter, Subsidy, 270-1. 

61 LRS 33 (1940), 24; LAO Vj. 11, fo. 82. 



possession is a John Lolyn, of whom nothing 

It is unlikely that Leyson ever set foot 

highly improbable that he served in any of 

have spent his later years in his preben 

there that he wished to be buried. (63) 
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else is known. (62) 

in this parish and 

his cures. He may 

d in Ely, for it is 

In addition to these presentations made under a 'pro hac 

vice'concession from the usual patron, or because he himself 

owned the advowson (64), More was in a position to exercise 

certain rights of patronage attached to offices he held 

throughout his career. The chantry known as the Ravenser 

Chantry in Lincoln Cathedral was served by two priests under 

the patronage of the Lord Chancellor. Wolsey presented to it 

regularly until 1528 but the living did not fall vacant after 

that until 1533 by which time More had resigned the 

chancellorship. (65) Another Lincoln Cathedral chantry, known as 

'le Irons', likewise supported two priests. It was in the gift 

of the king as Duke of Lancaster. The two presentations made to 

it during More's tenure of the chancellorship of the Duchy of 

Lancaster went to Richard Bayly in 1526 and William Moyses in 

1528. Although the presentations were made in the king's name, 

this would be a typical case in which the chancellor could 

place his servants. Neither priest, however, can be traced to 

62 LRS 33(1940), 132; LRS, 35(1944), 49; LAO Vj. 11, fo. 150v; 
LAO Cj. 3, fo. 154. 

63 Emden, 1501,353. 

64 In 1522, More was given the manor of South in Kent by the 
king. The grant included unspecified advowsons but County 
Archivist Mr. W. N. Yates has assured me that no ecclesiastical 
patronage was involved. LPIII, 2239. 

65 LRS 12(1915) xvii, 8,56,57,70,159. 
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More. (66) Presentations made to livings held by the king as 

Duke of Lancaster could easily have been prompted by one of his 

duchy officers. Baines lists over seventy livings in the 

duchy's possession in 1558, and Somerville counts ninety-two 

churches alone to which the duchy presented from 1399 to 1485. 

Clearly the duchy controlled many livings, and the number of 

presentations for which More could have been responsible may be 

greater than the number suggested by the list of known duchy 

presentations between October 1525 and October 1529. No direct 

link can be established yet between More and any of the 

presentations which fell within that time. It is interesting to 

note that when Wingfield was chancellor, he was given a 

presentation and the gift is specifically listed as such in the 

records, which would seem to suggest that he exercised no 

patronage simply by virtue of his office. (67) 

The same must be said for More's role in presentations made 

during his tenure of the Chancellorship of England. 

Holdsworth's claim that the Lord Chancellor controlled all the 

patronage of royal livings worth less than twenty marks 'in 

order that he might be able to reward the Masters and other 

officials of the Chancery' refers to the office as it was years 

66 LRS 12(1915), 71,90; This Bayly is not the same as the 
Bayly for whom Larke resigned Polebrook in 1525. That Bayly was 
still alive in 1535 while this chantry priest died in 1533. See 
LAO Reg. 27, fo. 116v; LRS 12(1915) 170; VEIV, 293. See also LP IV, 
4316, (which is incorrectly placed in the year 1528), where Bishop 
Longland asked for this chantry for Sr Richard Bayly, a poor 
vicar of his cathedral church. Longland believed the benefice to 
be in Wolsey's hand--which it, in effect, was. The presentation 
deed, however, registers Henry VIII as the patron. 

67 Public Record Office (PRO) DL38/2; PRO DL42/12, fos. 233- 
6; PRO DL42/22, fos. 226-238v; Wingfield's gift of a presentation 
is DL 42/22/f. 232, to be exercised with Humphrey Wingfield and 
Francis Hall; E. Baines, History of the County Palatine and the 
Duchy of Lancaster, 4 vols., London 1836,1,180-1; R. 
Somerville, 'Duchy of Lancaster Presentations, 1399-1485', BIHR, 
18, (1941) 52-134. I do not know if DL42/22 is complete. The list, of 

duchv churches in Baines is from 1558 and so includes churches once in 
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after More's resignation and after the dramatic increase in 

crown patronage rights following the suppression of the 

monasteries. (68) In this, as in many other matters connected 

with More and his role in Henry VIII's government, we are best 

to follow Professor Elton who points out that where patronage 

was concerned, 'More's voice was rarely heard and more rarely 

effective. '(69) 

In sum, More's priests seem to fit what we would expect 

from a man who was both a tireless defender of the priestly 

office and a critic of many of its members. His presentations 

were entirely typical of a man in his position. But they were 

nonetheless responsible. His priests all appointed curates and 

all these curates were resident. None seems to have had any 

untoward problems with the parish or church fabric with the 

exception of some minor dilapidation of a small country chapel. 

His priests were all educated, all members of the upper tier of 

the English clerical hierarchy, and were probably all 

conservative. In addition, they were all pluralists. Despite 

More's reforming zeal, begun in his earliest writings and 

carried over in diminished form into his controversial works, 

he, like all of his contemporaries, did not feel that pluralism 

was detrimental to the office of the priesthood. 

Yet More criticized the English clergy as proud, vain, 

worldly, and lacking true vocation. How far his own chosen 

priests embodied the necessary remedies for those ills cannot 

be established. Significantly, all but one managed to adapt 

their beliefs to the new order. It is clear, however, that 

68 W. S. Holdsworth, A History of English Law, 17 vols., 
London 1927-72, (4th edition), I, 146. 

69 G. R. Elton, Studies in Tudor and Stuart Politics and 
Government, 3 vols., Cambridge 1974-83,1,146. 



96 

More's understanding of the nature of the reform necessary to 

revitalize the English clergy had little in common with the 

reform which began to take shape in the few years before his death. 
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The mission to Bruges in 1515 proved to be a watershed in 

More's life. In addition to providing him with the time and 

opportunity to compose the Utopia, for which alone his fame 

would have spread throughout the European community of 

scholars, the mission consolidated his introduction to the 

world of diplomatic service. Although the business of the 

mission was thoroughly commercial and had nothing at all to do 

with clerical concerns, one of the highest members of the 

commission was Cuthbert Tunstal, then chancellor to Archbishop 

Warham. More may have met Tunstal at Oxford and was certainly 

acquainted with him before the embassy through the Doctor's 

Commons (1). This mission led More to a second, at Calais in 

late 1517, by which time he had become one of Henry VIII's 

councillors. The evidence suggests that More was eager to join 

the court, notwithstanding Erasmus's and More's own contention 

to the contrary. It appears that More directed himself to 

Wolsey' s attention in a fairly calculated manner, and the many 

councillors of More's ilk already on the king's council 

strongly enhances the probability that More's action was a 

deliberate step forward in his career. More disparaged his 

early position at court in a letter to Bishop Fisher, but his 

1 C. Sturge, Cuthbert Tunstal, London, 1938,17. Both More 
and Tunstal were members of what was later called the Doctor's 
Commons by 1515. Tunstal was at Oxford during the time More may 
have been a student there, but More's career at the university is 
far from clear. Tunstal seems to have begun his career as an 
ambassador quite suddenly, and successfully. He spent almost the 
entire year of 1516 (despite being made Master of the Rolls in 
January ) on the continent representing England's concerns in the 
convoluted relationships that developed between France and the 
Imperial-English alliance. Shortly after Tunstal's return in late 
1517, he was made archdeacon of Chester, a rich and powerful 
position. The embassy also served to bring More into the king's 
service and marked the apex of his relations with the city of 
London. See G Ramsay, 'A Saint in the City: Thomas More at 
Mercer's Hall, London' EHR 97,1982,269-288,285. 
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protest is not to be taken at face value. (2) 

The success with which More attracted Wolsey's notice 

following his return from Bruges in 1515 can be seen in More's 

part in the 'Evil May Day' riot in April, 1517. Wolsey asked 

More, who was then undersheriff of London, to help contain the 

riot. Hall mentions that among the rioters were 'certayne young 

priestes', but unfortunately the records do not tell us their 

names. The riot was put down by the Duke of Norfolk and others, 

with enough severity that the city felt Norfolk bore them a 

grudge 'for a lewde priest of his, which the yere before was 

slayn in Chepe'. (3) What truth there is in the charges against 

the clergy eludes detection, and we cannot be certain More ever 

investigated any rioters in Holy Orders. The aftermath of the 

riot was theatrically handled by Wolsey, and More's minor role 

as peacemaker came to an end. 

In the time between these two embassies, More had been busy 

in London pursuing his legal career. He maintained a close 

contact with Erasmus, and acted as his agent in his financial 

dealings with Archbishop Warham beginning in 1516. More's 

relationship with Warham seemed to be cordial judging from his 

later letter but it is impossible to be certain of More's views 

of the growing rift between England's two most powerful bishops 

which culminated in Warham's resignation of the chancellorship 

in 1515, and by no means ended there. More wrote a letter to 

Warham shortly after he had resigned, sending him a copy of the 

Utopia and congratulating him on his successful resignation 

2 See JA Guy, Public Career 
111. 

, 7-9; Rogers, Correspondence, 

3 Hall's Chronicle, ed. Sir Henry Ellis, London, 1809,589- 
590. A certain Richard Marten, chaplain, was pardoned for all 
offences between 24 April and 12 May, 9 Henry VIII, which dates 
bracket the May Day riots. See LPIII, 278(14). 
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from secular affairs. He closed by thanking Warham for his 

favors, for which we have no specific evidence. More must 

certainly have known of the ill-feeling between the two 

prelates, neither of whom he could afford to offend. In late 

1517, Bishop West of Ely wrote to Wolsey describing allegations 

brought against one Thomas Hykkes who said that Warham would 

like to have Wolsey 'set in a pulpit and brent... '. The uneasy 

relationship between them was exacerbated by a conflict in 

jurisdiction throughout Wolsey's career as archbishop. He was 

called a tyrant by Thomas Gold in a letter to Warham after 

Warham had neglected to attend a synod in early 1519 when 

summoned by Wolsey, who may have been flaunting his newly 

acquired lega~tine authority. After Warham had resigned, More 

wrote to an unidentified member of the court and claimed that 

he would have dedicated his Utopia to Wolsey but it had already 

been dedicated (without his knowledge !) to someone else. This 

was obviously intended to reach Wolsey himself. (4) He had 

learned the ways of court quickly. 
t 

More's career as a councillor began in earnest in 1518 

when he first began to sit in on council meetings and was used 

jointly with Richard Pace as Wolsey's secretary to the king. (5) 

At the time of More's entry into the council, its usual 

clerical members included Ruthall (bishop of Durham), Atwater 

4 LPII, 3852. See also LPIII, 77,98,127; For More's letter 
to Warham, see Rogers, Correspondence, 86-87. In a letter to 
Erasmus in 1516, More described Wolsey ( now the new Lord 
Chancellor) in terms which suggest he was familiar already with 
Wolsey's ability as an administrator--but he does not include any 
remarks, however perfunctory, on Wolsey's other qualities. See 
Selected Letters, 68-69. For More's letter to the courtier, see 
Rogers, Correspondence, 87. 

5 Guy, Public Career, 13,15. More's first recorded 
attendance at a council meeting was 29 October, 1518 but the 
records are not fully intact. 

t For the relationship between ®arham and Wolsey, see Kelly, 'Canterbury 
J fluence during the Episcopate of William Warham 

ß, 
i503-1532' (unpubli ed Ph. D. Cambridge, 1983) 
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(bishop of Lincoln), Veysey (dean of Exeter), Rawlins (king's 

almoner and warden of Merton College, Oxford), Colet(dean of 

St. Pauls), Pace (royal secretary), Clerk (Wolsey's chaplain), 

Tunstal (Master of Rolls), and Islip (abbot of Westminster). The 

most active members of this group were, (besides Wolsey), 

Ruthall, Islip, Pace, and Tunstal. The activity of the council 

is insufficiently documented to allow much speculation on the 

degree of More's invlovement but his attendance rate placed him 

with the top one-third of Henry's councillors between the years 

1517 and 1529. (6) More's legal expertise, and Wolsey's 

confidence in him, suited him well for the various judicial 

committees Wolsey had formed to expedite poor men's causes. 

These committees were formed from the ranks of the council, and 

by 1520 More was serving with such clerics as John Clerk, 

Richard Rawlins, John Vesey, Roger Lupton, John Longland, and 

John Stokesley. (7) At times the ad hoc nature of this legal 

system aroused the animosity of the professional lawyers, and 

occasional reviews were undertaken by non-clerical legalists. 

Thus we find More on a such a committee of inquiry in 1523 

which resulted in Stokesley's dismissal as a secular judge. (8) 

More's concerns in the years following his admission to 

the council were not limited to legal matters alone. As a royal 

6 This information is based on the careful analyses of 
extant council records by Guy, Public Career, l2ff., his The 
Cardinal's Court,, Hassocks, 1977, chapter 2, and W. H. Dunham, "The 
Members of Henry VIII's Whole Council, 1509-1527, EHR, 59 1944, 
187-210. 

7 Guy, Cardinal's Court, 42-43. Councillors who travelled 
with the court dealt with complaints as they arose. 
Traditionally, the most prominent among these men were the king's 

almoner and the dean of the chapel royal. By the time More was 
appointed to this travelling court (which rapidly became a 
sedentary body after 1519 ) the personnel had become as above. 

8 Ibid., 45 
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councillor and humanist he addressed the University of Oxford 

in 1518, defending Greek studies. In the course of the letter 

More criticized the behaviour of a preacher in Lent who had 

denounced the liberal arts to the greater shame of his sacred 

office and those to whom the protection of that office had 

fallen. More pointed out that the so-called secular studies 

train the soul in virtue and hinted that Warham, as chancellor 

of oxford, would frown on such opposition to true learning as a 

symptom of decay. Such wrong-headedness must be suppressed 

early, More added, lest it spread beyond their control. (9) 

The threat of foreign heterodox teachings in England in 

1519 lay only a few years in the future-The records of 

occasional executions and mass abjurations, notably in the 

dioceses of London, Canterbury, and Lincoln, indicate that 

there was considerable ground for an overlapping of Lollard 

beliefs with newer teachings coming from the continent, but 

opinion is divided as to the extent Lutheranism was connected 

with Lollardism. (10) The pope had already pronounced Luther's 

works to be heretical, and they had been burned at Cambridge 

where an influential group was forming to discuss Lutheran 

9 Selected Letters, #19 

10 A. G. Dickens, for example, feels that Lollardism 
continued unabated and more importantly, that Lollard beliefs 
constituted the predominant element in later heresies. A. G. 
Dickens, The English Ref ormation, London, 1964, chapter II, and 
his Lollards and Protestants in the Diocese of York, 1509-1558, 
London, 1959,8,10, & 51. This does not seem convincing in light 
of the strenuous efforts of the authorities to intercept and 
counteract specific Lutheran works during the 1520s and 1530s. 
The most attractive position in this debate seems to be something 
of a middle ground--suggesting that there existed ideas already 
in circulation in England as a result of Lollard influences which 
found an echo in Lutheran teachings. But it is clear that the 
doctrines against which the authorities like More directed their 
efforts (e. g. the self-sufficiency of scripture, the repudiation 
of papal authority, and primarialy the notion of justification by 
faith alone and the deprecation of the sacrament of the altar) 
were not strictly products of Lollardy. See also JF Davis, Heresy and 

Reformation in the South East of England 1520-1559. 
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ideas at the White Horse Tavern. In Lincoln, 55 heretics were 

indicted during John Longland's first year as bishop resulting 

in 50 abjurations and 5 executions. Among those convicted were 

four secular priests and two regulars. (11) There had been no 

executions in London since 1518, but the threat was growing. 

One difference between the old English heresy and the new 

Lutheran one was that the latter began to attract learned 

clergy because it offered a radically new understanding of the 

sacraments and the role of scripture in Christian dogma. By May 

1521, Bishop Fisher was preaching against Lutheran doctrines at 

a book-burning at Paul's Cross, and Warham had written to 

Wolsey indicating that oxford itself was infected with heresy. 

Searches were begun for Lutheran books and resistance to 

official propaganda against heresy was appearing in the 

parishes. By October, the king had issued a mandate to all 

mayors etc. to assist the bishop of Lincoln in executing 

justice upon heretics who was particularly cognizant of the 

fact that the universities, one of which lay in his diocese 

although not subject to his jurisdiction as ordinary in all 

matters, must be kept free from heresy. (12) While Henry VIII 

was busy writing his Assertio against Luther, Erasmus wrote to 

Lord Mountjoy that Luther was justified in exposing the evils 

11 For a general discussion of the persecutions of this 
period, see Hughes, The Reformation in England, I, chapter 3. 
Hughes makes the point that in Lincoln, organised heresy had 
existed for generations. He also points out that much of the 
evidence presented to the commissioners hardly qualifies as 
heresy. Nonetheless, the bishop's inquiry in 1521 netted a rather 
large number of persons guilty of authentic heresy. 

1519 12 See LPIII, 1122 for Bishop Fox'sAletter to Wolsey praising 
his anticipated reform. A few months later, Warham had detected 
heresy at Oxford, and had arrested a priest for pulling down 
anti-Lutheran bills in Boxley Abbey. Warham's letter to Wolsey is 
printed in H. Ellis, Original Letters Illustrative of English 
History, Third Series, I(1846), 239f. See also LPIII, 1193,1353. 
Wilkins, III, 698; Margaret Bowker, The Henrician Reformation, 57ff. 
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of the Church, which were obvious to all. (13) The difference 

between clerical reform and doctrinal revision was becoming 

less clear. 

Domestic grievances against the clergy, strenuously 

pronounced by prominent clerics like John Colet in 1512 and 

left hanging by the 1515 Parliament, continued to present 

themselves in various forms and dissatisfaction with the 

regulars in particular attracted attention. Even with his wide- 

ranging powers as legate, Wolsey's attempt to reform regulars, 

especially the Benedictines and the Augustinian canons in 1519- 

1520, proved inconclusive. (14) 

1523 marked the nadir of Wolsey's relationship with 

Warham. He dissolved Warham's synod at St. Paul's by lega tine 

writ, usurped Canterbury's probate jurisdiction, and began his 

metropolitan visitations over the heads of many other 

ordinaries. Warham struggled briefly, then succumbed, leaving 

the way open for Wolsey's hegemony in the English church. (15) 

What More felt about this arrogation is left to speculation, 

but judging by his remarks in general on pomp and the lust for 

worldly power, his discreet silence probably concealed a 

vigorous dissension. 

Once he had cowed the bishops, Wolsey lost no time in 

continuing his ambitious reforms. Earlier, he had attempted to 

13 LPIII, 1378. 

14 See LPIII, 693. Bishop Longland preached at the beginning 
of Wolsey's visitation of the Benedictines in 1519. See G 
Wharhirst, 'The Reformation in the Diocese of Lincoln as 
illustrated by the Life and Works of Bishop Longland', 
Lincolnshire Architectural and Archaeological Society, New 
Series, 1,161-164. 

15 See Elton, Reform and Reformation, 92ff; LP 111.2752,2767; 
LP IV, 1118,1157,1518; See also Hughes, The Reformation in 
England, I, 112-113. See also Kelly, 'Canterbury Jurisdiction and n uence' 
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reform (by virtue of an extension of his 1ega"tine authority) 

the Black monks who had appealed to his clemency stating 

that in the present time, in which the world is drawing to its 

end, few desire to live an austere life. (16) Although this 

reform came to nought, he half-heartedly sent visitors to the 

regulars in 1523 and 1525. His visitation of the friars went 

smoothly enough until, in 1523, he attempted a visitation of the 

Franciscan Observants. Nineteen truants left their cloister 

upon the arrival of his commissaries and the visitation was 

called, off. John Forest, an Observant who was later to suffer 

for his Catholicism, was 'put up to anathematize the truants', 

some of whom returned to face imprisonment. (17) But in 1524, 

Wolsey's visitations became more consequential, at least for 

certain regulars. Between 1524 and 1527, he suppressed 22 

religious houses, using the possessions of the houses to 

finance his college at Oxford. The bulk of these suppressions 

occurred in 1524-25, accounting for 21 of the 22 houses 

suppressed before he began another round in 1527. From 1527 to 

his fall in 1529, Wolsey suppressed another 7 houses, and began 

work on another (Mountjoy) but was unable to complete his 

takeover. (18) More later supported these suppressions, at least 

in theory, but of Wolsey's reforming zeal he made no mention. 

The fact that the cardinal's reforms were aimed at the lax 

discipline of the regulars and not toward those areas of the 

Church which would shortly fall under the scrutiny of the 

16 LPIV, 953, which must be re-dated. For an explanation of 
this reform, see Knowles, Religious Orders in England, 111,159. 

17 Knowles, Religious Orders in England, III, 160. 

18 Knowles, Religious Orders in England, III, 161 and Appendix 
II. Knowles points out that Wolsey may have suppressed 
monasteries uncanonically (as was alleged against him), acting as 
if his bulls had given him unlimited power in this respect. 
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Commons and parliament indicates that the ecclesiastical 

hierarchy was interested more in the highly visible 

deterioration of the religious than in parochial and pastoral 

matters. More shared this attitude to some extent but while he 

remained critical of lax regulars and especially the friars, he 

focused his attention on England's secular clergy far more than 

did Wolsey. 

Whatever rumblings of genuine reform (apart from the 

desire to sequester monastic property for collegiate 

foundations) were occurring in England in 1524, they would soon 

be drowned out by another issue--that of domestic heresy based 

on Continental sources. More's book against Luther, coupled 

with those of Bishop Fisher, set the tone England was to adopt 

for the next few years. For the time being, efförts taken by 

the authorities were directed against those channels whereby 

Lutheran ideas penetrated England. Henry VIII wrote to the 

dukes of Saxony in January, urging them to prohibit Luther's 

translation of the Bible. (19) A year later, Tyndale completed 

his English New Testament and the struggle would begin in 

earnest. 

The year following his publication of the Responsio ad 

Lutherum was an important year for More and saw his position at 

court solidified. His clerical contacts continued to 

strengthen, undoubtedly aided by the verbal lashing he gave to 

Luther. He was named in November to a commission of searches in 

London with such high clergy as Wolsey, Tunstal (bishop of 

London), Longland (bishop of Lincoln), and John Islip (abbot of 

Westminster). (20) Islip was the nominal patron of the rectory 

19 LP, IV, 40 

20 LP, Addenda, 430. 
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of Chelsea where More had recently moved, and would later give 

More a 'pro hac vice' presentation to this church. More's 

relationship with the abbot of Westminster was close: he leased 

lands from the abbey during Islip's incumbency and participated 

in several heresy proceedings with him. (21) More also held 

lands and tithes from the Dean and Chapter of St. Paul's 

(Richard Pace was dean at the time) beginning in 1524. He held 

the great tithes to Sutton Court, for which he appears to have 

paid E43 yearly. The tithes held by More may have included all 

tithe corn and hay within the parish except that from the 

demesnes of the prebendal manor of Chiswick, which supported 

the prebend in St. Pauls. This prebend was held by Christopher 

Urswick, friend of More and supplier of horses to Erasmus, from 

1487 until his death in 1522, when Richard Sampson, another 

cleric with whom More had many dealings and who was named as 

one of the four councillors with More in the Eltham ordinances, 

received the prebend. (22) 

In January 1525, Bishop Longland of Lincoln wrote to 

Wolsey approving the plan of searches for Lutheran books, and 

indicated that the booksellers and stationers were the obvious 

sources. He recommended they be placed under recognizances in 

an effort to enforce compliance with the prohibitions. He 

mentioned the king's approval of this plan, since many would 

fear the recognizances more than excommunication. Wolsey had 

been alerted to the printing of Tyndale's translation of the 

New Testament and was busy scheduling another burning of 

21 More's lands held from the abbey were in the district of 
Wassingham [Walsingham]. See VCH, Surrey, IV, 8 and B. Harvey, 
Westminster Abbey, 184,420,424. 

22 See VCE, Middlesex, VII. 71ff; LP, Addenda, 554, PRO 
C/1/851/38-39; 
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Luther's books. Heresy in whatever form was being lumped 

together and soon encompassed any statement critical of 

clerical authority or behaviour. By the end of the year, Friar 

Barnes had preached his incendiary sermon attacking the English 

bishops at St. Edward's Church in Cambridge. Barnes's sermon 

contained no explicitly Lutheran doctrines, but many of his 

points were, in the context of the times, unacceptable. He 

asserted that God's law granted no secular power to bishops, 

that the sale of indulgences was fraudulent, and that the 

episcopal dignity had been undermined by an inordinate lust for 

power. Clebsch points out that many of the issues raised by 

Barnes were an echo of Colet's convocation speech in 1512. 

Colet himself was, of course, accused of heresy by Bishop 

Fitzjames of London, but Warham intervened on -the dean's 

behalf. (23) By December the first sheets of Tyndale's English 

New Testament were being prepared for their journey to England. 

Important as these events were for the Church and realm, they 

would be completely eclipsed by yet a larger development which 

can be traced to 1525--the king's growing infatuation with Anne 

Boleyn. 

More was elevated to the chancellorship of the Duchy of 

Lancaster in September of 1525, and his judicial duties in the 

Duchy court doubtless occupied much of his time. His duties as 

head of the Duchy court brought him into contact with many 

ecclesiastics engaged in litigation. Often the Duchy court was 

a last resort when justice at the local level proved impossible 

to enforce. This could be the case not only in secular courts 

23 Knowles, Religious Orders in England, 111,182-3; 
Elton, Reform and Reformation, 95; LP IV, 995. ; Clebsch, England's 
Earliest Protestants: 1520-1535, New Haven and London, 1964,45-6, 
60; For the articles against Colet, see B. M. MSS Lansdowne 
9781f. 223. 
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but in appeals from dissatisfied litigants from the 

archdeacon's court at Chester. In such cases, however, the 

Duchy court would indicate that its verdict in the end depended 

on the local ecclesiastical court for effective enforcement, 

which is to say that it too was often powerless. A breakdown of 

cases appearing in the Duchy court during More's tenure reveals 

that the largest number of suits involved land matters, 

followed by violence, alleged riot, and other attempted 

felonies. (24) He is also mentioned as steward of Tunstal's 

lands in April of this year--Tunstal himself spent a good deal 

of time away from England on an embassy to Charles V, 

presumably leaving More as overseer until his return. (25) More 

was also given some lands and advowsons in Oxfordshire, to 

which he would present as the livings associated with them fell 

vacant. We have no remarks from More on Wolsey's 'Amicable 

Grant' during these years, but it is clear that the grant was 

the occasion of much grumbling, if not outright rebellion, by 

the clergy in various areas in England--mostly in Warham's 

territory of Kent although Ely too reported widespread 

inability to pay. The clergy were still reeling from the heavy 

assesments of previous years, and further taxation had strained 

what must have been slim resources to the breaking point. 

Mutual distrust between the clerical and lay estate, which More 

was to later deny in his controversy with St German, was 

growing. Warham intimated to Wolsey that one of the reasons why 

24 R. Somerville, History of the Duchy of Lancaster, 
London, 1953, I, 393-4; see also C. Haigh, Reformation and 
Resistance in Tudor Lancashire, Cambridge, 1975,17-18; Margaret 
Hastings, "Sr. Thomas More: Maker of English Law" in 
Sylvester and Marc'hadour, eds., Essential Articles for the Study 
of Sir Thomas More, Hamden, Conn., 1977,104-108. 

25 LP IV, 1264. Sturge makes no mention of this, and I cannot 
find any other reference to it in the literature of this period. 
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the clergy were reluctant to pay ( notwithstanding their dire 

poverty) was that they saw the laity as standing only for the 

keeping of their own goods and not for the defense of the goods 

of the Church. (26) 

More's incidental contacts with the men who would later 

form the core of the anti-Henrician resistance continued to 

increase. Early in 1525, he was present when Richard Whiting 

was officially chosen as abbot of the important Benedictine 

monastery of Glastonbury in, a small ceremony presided over by 

Wolsey in the chapel of York Place. More was also present at 

the official confirmation of the election several weeks later. 

His relationship with the abbey was of fairly long standing- 

his corrody in it dates from 1519. Whiting was to be martyred 

in 1539, although he seems to have accepted the royal supremacy 

unlike More: his execution stemmed from his ardent resistance 

to the suppression of his house. (27) More took part in another 

matter involving a prelate a few months later. He was part of a 

'high policy debate with Wolsey and the duke of Norfolk' which 

deprived Richard Rawlyns, bishop of St. David's of a house. (28) 

26 See LP, IV, 1263,1267,1272,1305,1306,1319,1321,1345. See 
also Warham's letter to Wolsey, April 1526, concerning the 
inability of his clergy to pay their assessment in the grant; BM 
Cotton MSS Titus B. i. f273. Wolsey was not a popular man by this 
time. Members of the religious must have been particularly irked 
by the cardinal's dealings with the regulars: Warham sent Wolsey 
a Cistercian who had been spreading false rumors that Wolsey had 
suppressed his house at A Sibton (LP erroneously has Sutton) in 
Suffolk. Wolsey suppressed no Cistercian houses at all. See 
LPIV, 21 78] G. W. Bernard, War, Taxation and Rebellion in England, Brighton, 1981 

27 Register of Bishop Clerke, ed. Maxwell-Lyte, Somerset 
Record Society, 55,1940,84-88; LP III, 280; Knowles, Religious 
Orders in England, III, Appendix IX. 

28 Guy, Public Career, 13; Dr Guy has supplied me with the 
corrections to this published account, which erred in that 
Rawlins was ordered to leave the house, not stay in it. More had 
worked with Rawlins in the court designed to hear poor men's 
causes, and Rawlins was closely associated with Wolsey's early 
equity courts. See Guy, op. cit., 20, and Guy, Cardinal's Court, 42. 
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In February 1526, Bishop Fisher preached at the ceremony 

in St. Paul's in which Barnes and some Steelyard merchants 

abjured. Among the articles alleged against the merchants were 

the Donatist doctrine that a priest in mortal sin cannot make 

the sacrament of the altar and that the bishop of Rome was 

the equal of other bishops. Mass was said to have been 

discontinued in the church where the Hanse merchants met. 

Present at the examinations were John Clerk (bishop of Bath and 

Wells), John Islip (abbot of Westminster), Henry Standish 

(bishop of St. Asaph), and various other ecclesiastics, many of 

whom More would be coming into closer contact with as his anti- 

heretical activities increased. (29) More had been instrumental 

in bringing the Steelyard merchants to Wolsey on charges of 

heresy. He had patrolled the German quarters in December of 

1525 ostensibly looking for irregularities in coinage, but it 

was clear that by his next visit about a month later, his 

purpose was not at all monetary. The literature found on this 

visit led to the arrest of some merchants on charges of 

heresy. (30) 

More was becoming one of the three men who formed the 

central bulwark against Protestantism. The bishops of Rochester 

and London were his main allies in his campaign. Tunstal 

preached against the English New Testament in October and, not 

satisfied with instituting searches for it in London, he bought 

up as many copies of the edition as he could in Antwerp, 

Rawlins had been deprived of his post as warden of Merton 
College, Oxford, in 1521. 

29 LP IV, 1962. 

30 CW 6, ii, 456. 
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relying on the help of Augustine Packington, a mercer then in 

Antwerp. (31) He also reiterated an earlier monition prohibiting 

London booksellers from trafficking in Lutheran or other 

heretical books and instructed his archdeacons to collect what 

works they could. By the end of the year, the list of 

prohibited books had grown quite long and now included some 18 

works. (32) It has been argued that Tunstal only reluctantly 

persecuted heretics in his diocese and while it is true he was 

not personally responsible for any capital punishments the 

argil ment is somewhat misleading--Bishop Stokesley's executions 

in London following Tunstal's translation -to Durham were often 

the result of relapses occasioned by earlier convictions (and 

consequent abjurations) during Tunstal's episcopacy. There is no 

evidence to suggest that Tunstal would not readily have 

delivered a relapsed heretic to the secular arm for 

burning. (33) 

Against this background of dramatic change in the 

atmosphere in England between 1516 and 1524 we must view More's 

contemporaneous works. Prior to the intrusion of Continental 

31 Sturge, Tunstal, 132-5; The Cambridge History of the 
Bible, 3 vols, Cambridge, 1963-1970,111,142. Both sources caution 
against taking Halle's story-- that the proceeds from this sale 
to Tunstal were of paramount importance in financing subsequent 
editions--too seriously. More was familiar with John Packington, 
a lawyer practising in Chancery in the 1520's and with whom More 
participated in a search for grain during 1528 after a 
particularly poor harvest. See Guy, Public Career, 13,40. The two 
Packingtons received a grant from the king in 1525, LP 
IV, 1736(12) for an office in the Common Pleas. 

32 An unreliable version of this list (which contains some 
works not published until late 1528 or early 1529, e. g. 'The 
Supplication of Beggars')is printed in Four Supplications, ed. J. 
Cowper, EETS, extra series 13 (1871), xii. The list was drawn up 
by Tunstal. Another version of this list, in a mandate from 
Warham to Bishop Veysey of Exeter, is LP IV, 2607. 

33 For Tunstal's alleged reluctance to pursue heretics, see 
Sturge, Tunstal, 131,142-3. 
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heresy, which had after all shocked initially because of its 

disregard of authority, criticism of the clergy had not been 

connected explicitly with heresy among England's intellectuals. 

The subsequent merging of anti-clericalism, Protestant 

doctrines and its seeming anarchistic tendencies in the minds 

of established authority by the mid 1520s virtually prohibited 

all positive criticism of contemporary clerical problems. The 

debate was then polarized by the emergence of new doctrines 

which challenged both the accepted definition of the Church and 

the basis for that definition in Christian revelation. More's 

writings reflected this alteration in- the grounds on which 

criticism of the clergy tookplace and his stance as a 

reactionary polemicist eclipsed further development of his own 

reforming impetus. 

Before More was drawn into the major task of confronting 

the Lutheran ideas, he sharpened his pen by engaging in other, 

less momentous contests. The controversy over the so-called new 

learning, precipitated dramatically by the publication of 

Erasmus's New Testament, had been raging for some time by 1519- 

20, the date of More's 'Letter to a Monk'. Erasmus had critics 

throughout England, the most notable of whom were perhaps 

Edward Lee and Henry Standish. But less illustrious detractors 

entered the lists against Erasmus and the attitudes toward the 

utility of liberal arts he was seen to embody. One of these 

lesser antagonists was John Batmanson, a Carthusian monk. More 

wrote a lengthly response to Batmanson(34) (whom he addressed 

as 'frater in Christo charissime'), in which he defended 

Erasmus's linguistic variations on the Vulgate. 

34 Rogers, Correspondence, 165-208, Selected Letters, #26 
for the translation. 
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But more than half the letter treats not the controversial 

edition of the New Testament, but contemporary attitudes toward 

many religious issues raised JN some of Erasmus's other works 

(e. g. The Praise of Folly and the Dialogue of Julius) as well 

as some rather miscellaneous matters. It is this part of the 

letter that reveals much of More's thinking on the clergy in 

the years following his publication of the Utopia. 

In the course of his defence of the Praise of Folly More 

criticized the 'silly ditties' ('stultis... naeniis, ut 

stultioribus non possit') sung in honor of the saints to the 

neglect of the serious and solemn prayers composed by the 

Fathers. He asserted that the pope ought to ban all such 

nonsense which threatened to replace piety with foolishness, a 

point he had already made in the discussion of Utopian 

religious practices. Organs and polyphony were forbidden in 

Carthusian worship, and organs were banned at Syon. Other 

restrictions against polyphony, notably among the Cistercians, 

had failed to maintain their command. The sole use of Gregorian 

chant was being eroded by gradual introduction of choir 

singing, and the liturgy was being expanded to include many 

hymns of the Common and the Proper of Saints. (35) 

He then chided the monk for his inordinate interest in 

worldly concerns (such as the reading of bad books) since one 

in his situation (i. e. cloistered, and contemplative) ought to 

leave such matters behind, and contrasted such activity with 

that of monks in earlier ages who feared to read even letters 

from their friends lest the Sodom they left creep back in on 

them. That More could hearken back to the monks of old as 

35 See Knowles, Religious Orders in England, III, 15-20; J 
Connelly, Hymns of the Roman Liturgy, London, 1957, chapters iii & 
iv. 
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examples to be followed is not surprising--but that he preached 

seclusion to a Carthusian must surely indicate a profound sense 

of betrayed vocation in one the most blameless Orders in 

England. 

He proceeded to list the Englishmen who had supported 

Erasmus in his labors and whom it would be 'insolent' to 

contradict. The three men he mentioned were Fisher, Longland 

and Colet, the latter (who had just died) having had no 

superiour in holiness in many centuries ('neque doctior neque 

sanctior apud nos aliquot retro seculis quisquam fuit'. ) 

Additional authority is seen in the papal support ('... Christi 

Vicarius velut diuinae vocis oraculo pronunciauit utile... ') 

which Erasmus had received for the work which Batmanson ('tu 

puer') declares damned. 

More used anecdotal material suggesting that friars had 

come to abuse scripture ('Verbum Dei adulterare') in their 

rantings, which he deplored, and suggested that the monk's 

attack on Erasmus's witty criticism of many regulars stemmed 

from an inordinate pride in his own order. And while More 

stressed the reverence which men ought properly to bear toward 

the regulars because of the spiritual support their services 

give to the world in its sorrows through their numerous and 

unrelenting prayers ('Nam si multum valet oratio iusti assidua, 

quantum necesse est valeat oratio tam indefessa tot milium? '), 

he lamented the misdirected zeal with which they favored 

themselves. More suggested that among certain regulars, 

observance of their own rituals had eclipsed even fidelity to 

divine commandments--a condition, he pointed out, that was not 

new. As an extreme example of the hypocrisy such decay 

produced, he related a case in which a regular and some 
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confederates murdered one or more brethren, but only after 

begging the blessing of the Holy Virgin. More may have had a 

hand in bringing the felons to justice, for as he stated, the 

assassins told him this tale personally. 

Yet if murder among regulars was horrible, More suggested 

a deeper perfidy, which he illustrated by another, more well- 

known incident involving a Fransciscan at Coventry. The damage 

done by this regular was far more widespread, for which reason 

More considered it the worse crime. An unnamed friar (More 

stresses with heavy irony, that he was a member of the 

Franciscans(36) 'not as yet reformed to the rule of 

St. Francis') preached the irresponsible doctrine that whoever 

recited the Psalter of the Blessed Virgin daily could not lose 

his soul, a doctrine which the local pastor --'homo probus et 

doctus'-- thought senseless. This doctrine infected the parish, 

and the pastor began to educate his congregation to the effect 

that no such assurance was in keeping with true Christian 

belief. More himself had an unpleasant exchange with the 

offensive friar, and was laughed at as a fool. The anecdote 

illustrates more than the willing credulity of a weak laity--in 

More's mind, the abuse of the sacred office of preaching by an 

itinerent preacher against the sober orthodoxy of the local 

curate was a crime worse than murder since the friar's words 

could lead the unsuspecting into eternal damnation. It was a 

line of reasoning that More would use with increasing frequency 

as he encountered heterodox teachings in the coming years. 

36 Although More attacks both this Franciscan and Standish 
(in his earlier letter to Erasmus, Selected Letters #9) More is 
by no means critical of the order as a whole. In his reworked 
edition of the Responsio, More makes significant use of the ideas 

of a German Franciscan, Thomas Murner whom he appears to have 
held in esteem. See CW5,760 ff, 786ff. 
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Shortly before More began working on the first version of 

the Responsio he was at work on a treatise of a much different 

sort. The De Quatuor Novissimis, unfinished and unpublished in 

More's lifetime, is a spiritual exhortation to remember the 

'Four Last Things'. It may be that More was influenced in this 

work by a Carthusian named John Bouge. Bouge, in a letter to 

Katherine Man in 1535 states that More was his parishioner and 

that he had christened two of More's children in addition to 

having buried Jane Colt, More's first wife. In this letter 

Bouge mentioned a saying of Jerome, ' In all my accyons wher yt 

I ete or drynk, or prey, or stody, - or in any othyr holy 

pastyme, ever more my mend ys on 4 thynges; fyrst, yt my days 

be schort; 2d, Dethe drawythe nere; the 3d, my[ne] yend ys 

dubbytabyll and dowtffull; ye 4, my departyng peynefull and my 

reward peyne or joye. ' This theme, and indeed these words, More 

takes as his own in the De Quattuor Novissimis. (37) It is a 

call to spiritual exercise not unlike that found in his 

translation of (and enlargement) Pico's poems. The strong if 

somewhat austere piety emanating from this work was forced 

into the background when the call came for a defense against 

Luther's attack on the sacraments of the Church. It did not 

surface again until More had abandoned his polemical works and, 

in the enforced solitude of the Tower, had begun again to adopt 

a meditative stance. 

Until the publication of the Responsio, More's beliefs 

about the nature of Holy Orders had remained implicit rather 

than explicit. There is no evidence whatsoever that he deviated 

from the commonly held Catholic teachings concerning the 

37 The letter is printed in EHR VII, 1892,712-715. For 
Bouge as a Carmelite, which is in error, see Heath, The English 
Parish Clergy, 181. 
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sacrament of Orders despite the frequent criticisms of 

individual clerics we have seen in both his public and private 

writings. His criticism of popular preachers and worldly 

prelates contains nothing that had not been said by clerical 

reformers such as Colet, and his condemnation of the petty, 

misguided rejection of the 'new learning' was based on a sound 

belief in the values of selective study aimed at purging 

theology of its excessive scholasticism. He carefully 

stressed that the defects of individual clerics did not detract 

from the holy office itself but was rather a personal failing 

due in most cases to lack of humility or excessive intellectual 

pride. As for the duties of a priest, More clearly rejected the 

notion that the essence of the office was preaching--a position 

he strengthened in the Responsio. In his 'Letter to Dorp', More 

accepted traditional teaching concerning bishops as successors 

to the apostles and in his utopia he lamented that while 

prelates were superior' to kings because of their apostolic 

office , they had now fallen into secular servitude. 

Attempts to combat Lutheranism were undertaken largely 

with a learned audience in mind, and to that end they had used 

Latin as their language. Henry VIII's treatise, affirming 

traditional Catholic teaching on the seven sacraments, was one 

of several similiar works published by Englishmen in the 1520s, 

and More was summoned to refute Luther's irreverent rebuttal of 

Henry's work. More composed two versions of his Responsio ad 

Lutherum, the final version of which came out in late 1523. (38) 

In his Responsio, More's main objective was to establish his 

pneumatic concept of an ongoing revelation, from which he 

38 The only extant copy of the first version of the 
Responsio was once the property of Richard Sparchford, Tunstal's 

chaplain. See CW 5,802,793. 
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derived his idea of the nature of tradition and the validity of 

traditional teachings concerning the sacraments. (39) As a 

result, his treatment of the sacraments themselves is secondary 

and, in the eyes of one editor, 'dull and devoid of any 

distinction'. (40) His defence of the sacrament of Orders, which 

occupies chapter 25 of Book II, follows the king's reasoning 

but is anticipated in Book I where More presented an outline of 

his argument. There he reiterated the king's words on the 

ordination of the apostles at the Last Supper, deferred to a 

later time the question of whether Orders appears as a 

sacrament in Scripture, and again, following the king, and 

suggested that the only church which did not recognize this 

sacrament was perhaps that of the Donatists; that is, one or 

two heretics buzzing in a corner. (41) 

More explicitly rejected the notion that a bad priest 

cannot administer a valid sacrament, asserting instead that he 

who performs a good work (i. e. the Mass) badly, benefits 

another while harming himself. (42) Similarly he asserted that 

the ruling function of evil men is not impeded by their 

wickedness, a rule he was at pains to apply particularly to the 

papal office. If this principle wereritvalid, civil rulers 

themselves would be hard pressed to enforce obedience. (43) More 

also accused Luther, once enrolled among the clergy, of now 

trying to set the laity against them and rejects his suggestion 

39 CW 5,742. In addition to the text of John 20: 30, More 
relys on 2 Thess. 2: 14, and 1 Cor. 11: 2,, 23. CW 5,634/10ff. 

40 See CW 5,745. 

41 CW5,104/24,110/18,118/9ff. 

42 CW5 528/26-27. 

43 CW5 133/38-135/4,141/16-24,135/17-29,81/16-83/12. 
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that priests ought not to 'live by means of the altar'. (44) 

In order to establish the role of the priest as sacerdos 

More defended the Mass as both a work and a sacrifice. To do so 

he relied on several arguments but his main thesis was that the 

Church, guided for centuries by the indwelling of the Spirit, 

was prevented from error by Christ's explicit promise. If this 

were not the case, the Church of God would be an idolatrous 

assembly. (45) It has been pointed out with some validity that 

at the onset of the Catholic defense of the sacraments, 

apologists did not seem to grasp fully the 'profound connection 

between Luther's attack on the sacrifice of the altar and his 

general doctrine of justification, nor why he was so vehement 

against the Mass as a "work". More does treat the sacrament of 

the altar as if he were aware of the general implications of 

Luther's thought but the point is valid. By way of contrast, 

Fisher devoted more discussion to the matter, but it is not 

until these opening shots had been fired that the apologists 

were forced into a more critical appraisal of the nature of the 

Mass as a work. It has also been pointed out that More's 

treatment of the Mass did not adequately answer the objections 

raised by the reformers and it is only in his treatment of the 

passion of Christ later that More makes use of the classical 

concept of 'representation' which could have served as a 

starting point for a sound theology of the Mass. (46) 

The Biblical texts which More selected from Henry VIII's 

44 CW5 500/1-2. 

45 CW5 658/5ff. 

46 Francis Clark, S. J., Eucharistic Sacrifice and the 
Reformation, London, 1960,108; see also JJ Hughes, Stewards of 
the Lord, London and Sydney, 1970,129-136 as quoted in B Byron, 
Loyalty in the Spirituality of St. Thomas More, Nieuwkoop, 1972,84. 
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argument for the validity of the sacrament of orders and the 

conferring of grace are 1 Tim. 4: 14,2 Tim-1: 6,1 Tim. 5: 22, and 

Tit. 1: 5. (47) These texts proved that priests are made by 

bishops, that the imposition of hands is the visible sign of 

grace, and that grace is indeed bestowed upon those so 

ordained. The argument is succint, and follows that of the 

Assertio fairly closely. As for Luther's contention that the 

election of priests was given to the people, More interprets 

this to mean that the election was not a true election but 

rather a commendation of virtue and a testimony of approval due 

to the fact that the men so elected had charge of temporal 

goods and needed to be free from any taint of suspicion. (48) 

More rejected the idea that the sole office of the priest 

is preaching on the basis of a distinction between two groups 

of presbyters (both groups are seen to exercise a ruling 

function) in 1 Tim. 5: 17. And he likewise rejected the idea that 

the chanting of the Mass is nothing but one priest giving 

himself communion on the basis of Heb. 5: 1. (49) 

Henry VIII had devoted part of his discussion of Orders 

to establishing their indeliTble character which, as in the 

case of baptism, remained stamped on the soul by God throughout 

a person's lifetime. For this he marshalled much patristic 

support, but failed to adduce any scriptural evidence. (50) 

More, perhaps sensing the weakness of relying solely on 

patristic sources in what had become essentially a contest of 

47 CW5 658/29-660/37. 

48 CW5 652/28-654/14. 

49 CW5 656/16-658/2. 

50 Miscellaneous Writings of Henry VIII, ed. Macnamara, 
Waltham St. Lawrence, 1924,134. The king's authorities are 
Jerome, Gregory, and Augustine. 
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conflicting scriptural interpretations, did not allude to this 

aspect of Holy Orders. He did, however, accuse Luther of 

wanting to do away with the permanency of monastic vows, which 

he condemned as a sacrilegious attitude. Yet in one passage in 

the Responsio, More indicates that Luther's own status as a 

regular may not be what it once was. He wrote that Luther was 

divested of the dignity of the priestly crown, perhaps refering 

to Luther's claim to have been released from his monastic vows 

by Staupitz in 1518. The remark owes much to More's polemic and 

should not be seen as reflecting a belief in the impermanancy 

of holy vows -- More does not say that Luther was relieved of 

the priestly crown, but only of its dignity. (51) 

More's use of personal invective against Luther becomes 

more heated as the Responsio progressed. He relied 'heavily on 

irony, often referring to Luther as reverend friar ('reuerendus 

frater') or reverend father ('reuerend pater') in addition to 

such obviously derogatory terms as 'father Tosspot' ('pater 

potator') and Satan's 'abominable friarlet' ('abominandum 

fraterculum'. ) These repeated references to Luther's status as 

a friar, often produced somewhat contradictory images. It is 

not always clear whether More is castigating all friars or just 

Luther. For example, in addition to the various puns on his 

name (e. g. Luder), More called Luther ' reverendus frater, 

pater, potator Lutherus extra ordinem sancti Augustini 

fugitiuus' and ' fratris extra regulam beati Augustini' with 

the clear implication that it was Luther, not the Order of 

Augustine, who has gone astray. (52) Yet elsewhere More seems to 

ridicule friars in general, calling Luther a 'fraterculum', 

51 CW5 256/19,310/25-26. 

52 CW5 478/32,486/32,304/5,644/10,314/16,348/14. 
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'frater mendacissimus' and an 'indoctus frater' and contrasting 

friars with the learned doctors and fathers-(53) One is 

reminded of More's criticism of the theologically inept 

quibblings of friars in his 'Letter to a Monk', his various 

epistles to Erasmus, and his letter to oxford. More may here be 

using the low popular opinion of friars to castigate Luther by 

association, but it is telling in one who professed deep 

respect for the religious. Fisher, for example, in his Sacri 

Sacerdotii Defensio Contra Lutherum did not resort to such 

tactics. 

Fisher's work, written during the same period as More's 

Responsio but withheld from publication until 1525, (54) was 

unconstrained by the circumstances which directed the form 

More's work was to take. It is altogether a different sort of 

defence. He proceeds methodically and without literary devices 

to refute Luther's teachings that a visible and separate 

priesthood is without Scriptural foundation. His initial 

Biblical text is John 20: 22, (55) followed by 1 Tim. 4: 14. 

Fisher's main points, in addition to demonstrating that the 

sacrament of Orders involves a calling, ordaining, and sending 

(56) stressed that the priesthood was the instrument through 

which the sacramental safeguards were administered to all 

Christians. One of the safeguards administered was, of course, 

53 CW5 348/12,640/20,632/6. 

54 See CW 5,730. Both Fisher's Defensio, which undertook a 
defense of the king's book against the Babylonian captivity, and 
his defense of the priesthood, appeared at the same time. 

55 John Fisher, Sacri Sacerdotii Defensio contra Lutherum, 
(1525), ed. Hermann Klein Schmeink, Corpus Catholicorum, IX, 1925, 
11. The introductionto this edition is particularly helpful in 

presenting the circumstances of the controversy and the 
arrangement of Fisher's Defensio. 

56 Fisher, Defensio, 34/16-17 



123 

the offering of Mass. Fisher argued that because all men sinned 

daily, repeated sacrifices were needed, and it is for this 

purpose that Christ has instituted go-betweens, or priests. 

'Quamquam igitur Christus ipse non iterato pro nobis moriatur, 

tarnen ut mortis eius semel perpesse meritum nobis, ubi 

peccaverimus, iterum accommodetur, oportet ipsum altaris 

sacrificium crebrius renovari. Idque fit per istos, quos ante 

diximus inter Christum et plebem sequestros et interventores. ' 

(57) He also stressed that the setting-apart of a special 

priesthood for this purpose was initiated by Christ in the 

example of the apostles, (58) that those pastors so chosen have 

a more abundant grace (59), and that their powers come from 

Christ. (60) Fisher accepted that all Christians were priests, 

but only in the qualified sense that they were all kings too-- 

and denied that ordinary Christians had any authority to rule 

without specific ordination. (61) 

There can be little doubt but that More was familiar with 

Fisher's work. He relied on Fisher's understanding of the 

'partim-partim' theory of authority (i. e. the sacraments and 

the articles of faith are supported by the word of God 'partim 

scripto, partim non scripto')(62) and More tells us himself in 

the Responsio (where he used the opportunity to praise the 

bishop's holiness of life) that he has read Fisher's treatment 

57 Fisher, Defensio, 22,52/9-12. 

58 Fisher, Defensio, 24, for which texts he cites Lk. 6: 13, 
Mk. 3: 13-14. 

59 Fisher, Defensio, 26. 

60 Fisher, Defensio, 28. 

61 Fisher, Defensio, 61/30-40. 

62 CW 5,738, and see also 780-781. 
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of papal primacy. (63) Their understanding of the sacrament of 

Orders cannot have differed--but the manner in which they 

expressed their understanding cannot have been less similiar. 

As the threat of heresy intensified, More's role in 

combating it increased. A few months after his raid on the 

Steelyard he helped devise a Star Chamber order against 

seditious preaching (64) but his efforts continued to be 

fragmented due to various missions abroad as well as legal 

matters in the Duchy court. Tunstal too was drawn abroad in 

1527, but his efforts against heresy did-not slacken. More was 

undoubtedly familiar with the clerks involved in hearing heresy 

cases in London. Tunstal's main officials for this were Dr. 

Wharton (archdeacon of London and Tunstal's vicar general), 

Robert Ridley (Tunstal's chaplain), Richard Sparchford (rector 

of Hackney) and John Royston. (65) More searched Humphrey 

Monmouth's house in May 1528 aided by William Kingston, 

constable of the Tower, but turned up nothing. He was also 

involved in a curious case of necromancy perpetrated by William 

Stapleton, a Benedictine of St. Benett's in Norfolk. More's 

exact role is hard to determine, but he seems to have been 

involved in the examination of Stapleton, who left some of the 

63 CW5 138/23ff. 

64 Guy, Public Career, 13 

65 Some of Tunstal's preceedings against heretics can be 

glimpsed in LPIV, 3267,4029,4030,4038,4175,4212,4242,4254; Sturge 
discusses Tunstal's attitudes toward heretics, Tunstal, 
136ff. Tunstal was also present in many heresy cases involving 

persons from other dioceses, LPIV, 3639. London was perhaps the 
hardest hit by heresy, but Lincoln was not far behind. Bishop 
Longland took 'almost a sportsman's delight in apprehending 
preachers or intellectuals who seemed to be propagating heresy'. 
With oxford in his diocese, he would have ample opportunity for 
his sport. See M Bowker, The Henrician Reformation, 61ff. Longland 

and Tunstal worked together frequently on heresy cases. 
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paraphernalia at More's house in Chelsea. The whole business 

sounds like Erasmus's colloquy 'Exorcism'! (66) Efforts were 

stepped up to apprehend booksellers abroad in an attempt to 

curb the flow of heretical material into England, but they were 

largely unsuccessful. (67) Tunstal was not alone in realizing 

that efforts to maintain the orthodoxy of England could not be 

limited by simply controlling the booksellers. Direct 

controversial action was necessary. 

The most important development for More was, of course, 

his licence to read and refute heretical works in English. 

Granted (and perhaps sought by More himself) in March, 1528, it 

provided the framework which would dictate More's activities 

for the next five years. (68) 

More's masterful and important Dialogue -Concerning 

Heresies appeared only a few months after the licence had been 

granted but his first attempt at refuting Tyndale proved short 

lived and was retracted soon after it appeared. This was by 

far More's most comprehensive statement on the problem of 

heresy within the Church and will be dealt with in a following 

chapter. Judging from the speed at which it appeared following 

Tunstal's mandate, More must have been at work on it for some 

time prior to receiving official permission to read the works 

he endeavored to refute. 

The next work More attacked was the anonymously published 

66 LPIV, 5096. 

67 See the frustrating correspondence between Hackett and 
Wolsey regarding Richard Harman, who seems to have been 
apprehended but owing to Wblsey's reluctance to furnish specific 
charges against him, no action was taken. LPIV, 4431,4511,4565, 
4580,4650,4693,4 694,4714 (which mentions the Franciscan 
Observant Friar West as Wolsey's agent), 4725,4746,4826-7,5078. 

68 GL, MS 9531-10, f. 138r. The document is printed in 
Rogers, Corres ondence, 387. 
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tract called Supplicationtort^ beggars which appeared in early 

1529. More hints in his rejoinder to the piece that he knows 

the author's identity (69) although he does not name Fish: it 

may have been an open secret. Fish's work, horribly effective 

and equally inaccurate, was a simple diatribe aimed at 

maligning the clergy. It tagged them as the source of the 

kingdom's woes, centering on the allegedly vast sums of money 

controlled by the religious and labelled the clergy as 

conspirators against the sovereignty of the king. The central 

theme of the pamphlet was a denial of the of f icac acy of the 

Mass for the dead although Fish does not develop anything like 

a comprehensive theology of the Mass beyond the assertion that 

such Masses were perpetrated by the clergy to milk money from 

the laity. (70) 

More's answer, the Supplication of Souls, was many times 

the length of the original pamphlet. He may have written it 

specifically with the king in mind, as Fish's tract was said to 

have been favored by Anne Boleyn and on her recommendation 

Henry VIII had praised it. More chose not to use the method of 

quoting verbatim passages as he had in the Responsio. Fish's 

tract had been enormously popular and this technique would only 

increase its availability. Instead, More summarized Fish's few 

main points and attempted to expose his erroneous figures for 

the distortions they were before turning to a more lengthy 

discussion of the nature of the doctrine of purgatory. He also 

69 Thomas More, The Supplication of Souls, transcription from 
the Black Letter edition by Eileen Morris, London, 1970,83. More 
has his speakers say ' We know where he dwelt... ' See also CW 
9,75-6 where More explicitly states that Fish wrote the work, and 
mentions that he returned to the Catholic church before his death 
in 1530. References to More's Supplication in the 1557 edition are in brackets 

70 Four Supplications, ed. F. Furnivall, EETS extra series, 
13,1871,10-12. 
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devoted considerable argument to the Hunne affair which was 

still alive in popular memory at least in London, and to a 

refutation of Fish's remarks concerning the only two clergymen 

mentioned by name in the Supplication foeggars: Dr. Allen and 

Dr. Horsey. For some reason, Fish declined to castigate Wolsey 

by name or title in his work despite Wolsey's responsibility 

for his exile. 

More's attack on Fish opened by detailing the three lies 

which he saw as typical of the information supplied in the 

Supplication fo 
Beggars: 

that the bishop of London was in a 

rage over the indicting of certain priests in a recent official 

inquiry (wardemote queste), that after Dr. Allen's penalty for 

praemunire he was rewarded by the clergy with benefices, that 

Richard Hunne was proceeded against for heresy due to his suit 

of praemunire against various clergy (71) and his murderer was, 

like Dr. Allen, rewarded by the clergy for having fought 

against the secular realm. (72) 

More then turned to Fish's figures. Fish claimed that the 

poor friars had an annual income of £43,333, that there were 

52,000 parishes in England (which More dismissed as a plain 

lie), that the ten households in each of these parishes paid 

to the five orders of friars a penny a quarter per Order, and 

that the clergy numbered one for every four hundred people. 

Fish erred widely on the number of parishes, but may have 

71 The best accounts of the whole Hunne affair are by 
Schoeck, 'Common Law and Canon Law in Their Relation to Thomas 
More', in ed. Sylvester, St Thomas More: Action and Contemplation, 
New Haven and London, 1972,15-56 and CW 9, Appendix B. More goes 
into considerable detail in his Dialogue of Heresies over the 
Hunne case, but the information revealed there is far from 
unambiguous. 

72 More, Supplication, 44. 
[Worke6t 290/h-291/c] 
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underestimated the number of clergy (73). More took Fish to 

task over his assertion that each of the five orders of friars 

receives quarterage, although here he carefully does not deny 

that there are indeed five orders. The common people, More 

said, speak only of four orders--the Carmelites, Augustinians, 

Franciscans, and the Dominicans. As for the fifth Order, few in 

England can name it. (74) This Order, the Crutched Friars, was 

not, in fact, a mendicant order and their very few houses were 

not significant. 

Throughout his discussion, More made a connection between 
the 

the Supplication for A Beggars and Lutheran ideas; ' he has 

gathered these goodly flowers out of Luther's garden almost 

word for word' he said, referring to the suggestion that the 

clergy ought to marry and propagate. Luther's own marriage to a 

nun particularly incensed More as an example of the worst sort 

of abomination and he ignored no opportunity to denounce this 

'perversion' as well as the marriages of many other 

Lutherans. (75) He continued this identification by further 

linking anticlerical beliefs with sedition and a quick erosion 

of civil obedience by citing the disastrous Peasants Revolt as 

an example of the fruits of Luther's antinomianism. The clergy, 

More maintained, knew that 'there is nothing earthly, that so 

73 Heath, The English Parish Clergy , 27 estimates the 
number of parishes at about 9,000. Estimates of the clerical 
population vary widely, from around 12,000 seculars and about 
11,000 regulars, to a total of 15,000 for both groups. Compared 
with an estimated population of 3,000,000 these figures would 
yield rough ratios of clergy to laity anywhere from 1: 125 to 
1: 200. See Hughes, The Reformation in England, I, 31,70 83-84 and 
Dickens, The English Reformation, Fontana edition, 1981,80; More, 
supplication, 50-53. Although More claimed Fish erred, he offered 
no corrected figures. 

74 More, Supplication, 50-51. [workes293_295] 

75 See Supplication, 135 for the list of friars and their 
wives set against the holy doctors and nuns of the Church tWorkes. 

033°1 
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much keeps themselves in quiet, rest, and surety, as do the due 

obedience of the people to the virtuous mind of the prince,, 

Whose high goodness must needs haveAmore difficulty to defend 

the clergy, and to keep the Church in peace, if that people 

fell to disobedience against their prince. '(76) It is difficult 

to avoid seeing these words as a direct address to the king. 

In More's eyes, Fish's purpose complemented that of 

other heretics, most notably Tyndale, Roy and Jerome [Barlow]: 

Fish attempted to discredit the Church, which would destroy 

the clergy, while Tyndale and others attacked the Sacraments 

and the Faith through such works as the English New Testament, 

The Obedience of a Christian Man, the Burying of the Mass, the 

Proper Dialogue between a Gentleman and a Husbandman, and the 

Parable of the Wicked Mammon. (77) Fish was deeply involved in 

the trading of such illegal books, acting as an agent in 

England for shipments sent from the Continent by Richard 

Harman. (78) Needless to say, these works headed the list of 

prohibited books in England. The fact that most of them had 

only appeared recently indicates perhaps that More had not had 

a great deal of time in which to work on his Supplication. 

In turning to specific points, More denied that the 

occasional tax known as Peter's Pence was granted by King John 

to release himself and the kingdom from papal interdict 

incurred by the king's refusal to recognize Stephen Langton as 

archbishop of Canterbury in 1207 and that the same king had 

later placed his kingdom under the suzerainty of the Papacy. He 

is on somewhat shaky ground here as far as his declaration 

76 More, Supplication, 92, r Workes, 295/h-296/a] 

77 More, Supplication, 87. 

78 LPIV, 4030. 



130 

that King John had not so placed his kingdom nor paid any 

tribute money, but is correct in saying that a certain amount 

of alms was paid to Rome before King John's time. The amount of 

money was almost trivial compared with Fish's claim. More 

omitted, perhaps through ignorance, that attempts in parliament 

to abolish Peter's Pence had all failed, thereby lending it 

something like general approval by the rulers of the land, all 

of whom were not clergy. (79) And as for Fish's contention that 

the spiritual faction virtually ruled parliament, More cited 

the preamble to most acts which named the authority of the king 

above all other bodies, and pointed out that many of the bills 

that pass into law originated in the Commons, 'where there is 

not one spiritual man present'. He asserted that friars cannot 

compel any man to pay them anything whatsoever, 'not though 

they should die for default'. (80) 

To the double charge that friars condemned as heretical 

any who would not pay their quarterage and that clerics in 

general did the same to any laymen foolish enough to enjoin 

them in a temporal suit, More answered that no one has ever 

heard a suspected heretic say 'that he thought it conveyed by 

the malice of any friar for refusing to pay the friar's 

quarterage' and that if the latter charge were true, there 

would be many more accused of heresy than there were at present 

judging by the number of attempts to indict clergy, many of 

them without foundation, More hastened to add. In fact, he 

claimed that there had not been four in eighty or even four 

hundred years that have pretended this as the reason for their 

79 DNB, and Lunt, Financial Relations of the Papacy with 
England: 1327-1534,3-53. 

80 More, Supplication, 57. [Workes, 297/3 
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heresy. (81) The Hunne case would be the most recent one that 

might fit the bill, at least as far as Fish was concerned. But 

it appears clear that Hunne started his praemunire suit against 

Dryffeld and the others in order to prevent execution of 

Tunstal's judgement that he must pay the mortuary. The parish 

priest's pronouncement 'Hunne, thow arte accursed and thow 

stondist accursed' refers to Tunstal's probable excommunication 

when faced with Hunne's contumacy. The charges of heresy 

against Hunne commenced shortly after the suit of praemunire 

was filed but the heresy trial was delayed for more than a year 

and a half, and did not proceed until Hunne's own suit was seen 

to be without merit. Bishop Fitzjames of London, in smelling 

out charges of heresy against Hunne, was 'reacting in the 

normal way'. Hunne had, in fact, harboured heretics and may 

have had heretical books. More certainly felt that he was an 

authentic heretic and would maintain that his heresy had little 

to do with the simple fact of attempting a lawsuit against a 

priest--a phenomenon More saw frequently in the equity courts. 

On the point that while many clergy were accused of crimes by 

laymen, few laymen were indicted for heresy by the priests they 

denounced, More was of course correct. (82) Yet Fish had 

perceived a hostility which lay beneath the surface. Tensions 

were high following the Hunne case, but even earlier some 

churchmen had begun to fear praemunire actions by the laity. 

Bishop Nix of Norwich suggested excommunication for heresy as 

81 More, Supplication, 58. [Workes, 297/ac] 

82 More, Supplication, 61; CW 9,223-4; See Bowker, The 
Secular Clergy in the Diocese of Lincoln, 116ff for the 
accusations against parish priests in Lincoln. The numbers 
suggest that one would find, if Fish's allegations were 
true, virtually hundreds of heresy cases being initiated, where in 
fact there were less than fifty. JýWorkes 

, 297/c dl 
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the penalty for such actions. (83) 

The central issue of purgatory is addressed in the middle 

chapters of the Supplication of Souls. More marshalled 

Scriptural proof for the existence of purgatory; Isaiah 38: 1- 

5,1 Kings 2: 6, Zach. 9: 11 [noted by More as Zach. 11] which verse 

ties in with Luk. 16: 24, the apocryphal verse of 2 Macc. 12: 43 

which More insisted was approved Scripture on the basis of the 

Church's ability to distinguish the words of God from the words 

of men, John 1: 5, Rev. 5: 13, Acts 2: 24,1 Cor. 3: 12-16, 

Mat. 12: 31-32, and finally John 20: 29. (84) If the reader still 

had doubts that it was beneficial to acknowledge the existence 

of purgatory, More illustrated his point with an early version 

of Paschal's wager: it would be better to believe in purgatory 

and be in error than to act as if it did not exist and be 

proven wrong. (85) In addition to the Mass, the most helpful 

aids to souls in purgatory wore pilgrimages, alms, and 

prayers. (86) 

More closed his Supplication with a discussion of the 

statutes of mortmain which had been attacked by Fish as an 

inconsequential attempt by kings of the past to restrict the 

83 R. Houlbrook , Church Courts and the People , 9. 

84 More, Supplication, 98-122. [Workes, 316-3251 

85 More, Supplication, 133. [Worker, 329/eh] 

86 Supplication, 128. More was a frequent pilgrim to 'shrines 
distant as much as seven miles from his home, and always on 
foot'. See P. E. Hallett, trans. Tres Thomai [part 3 of 
Stapleton's work of that name], London, 1928,69. T. E. Bridgett has 
identified those shrines falling within that description as 
being: Our Lady of the Pew (Westminster), Our Lady of Barking 
(near the Tower), Our Lady of Willesden, Our Lady of Grace, 
(Eastminster), the Rood at the north door of St. Paul's, the Rood 
called St. Saviour's (Southwark), St. Dominic's at the 
Blackfriars, and St. Francis at Greyfriars. See Rev. 
T. E. Bridgett, The Life and Writings of Sr. Thomas More, London, 
1891. f worker, 327�91 
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greed of the spirituality and stop the depletion of the 

kingdom's lands. Grants of land, More argued, were deeded 

freely by the laity. The clergy cannot be blamed if they 

received men's devotions. More pointed out that the statutes of 

mortmain arose not because of what Fish alleged--that men 

feared the whole of temporal lands would find their way into 

the Church, but because the makers of the law feared the loss 

of their wards when their lands were alienated into the Church 

or into any other mortmain. (87) More ridiculed Fish's 'little 

smattering in the law (Fish was, of course, a common lawyer and 

would know better than his allegations indicate) and proceeded 

to lecture him on the true meaning of the mortmain statutes 

which were made for the temporality as well as for the 

spiritualty. (88) Land was also alienated by many 'companies 

and fellowships of the crafts' and besides, acquisition of 

lands by religious often involved property not owned by the 

laity but by the Church, which acquisitions had certainly 

abated, unless 'it be sometime some small thing for the 

foundation of a chantry'. (89) It might be objected that this 

was one of the main points in Fish's argument. More dismissed 

it, but did not comment specifically on the foundation of 

chantries other than to say they were no great thing compared 

to the amount of land given to the religious during the 

founding of large houses. The only large grants of land 

governed by mortmain statutes within recent times had been for 

the benefit of the universities, which involved lands already 

held by the Church. More could point to Cardinal's College, 

87 More, Sup plication, 142. [Workes, 333/f93 

88 More, Sup plication, 143. rworkes, 333/f 9 

89 More, Sup plication, 141. (Workes, 333/aa 
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which was founded within the past four years on the holdings of 

decayed religious houses. Judging from More's many statements 

on the lamentable state of education among the clergy, this can 

hardly have been an improper trade. 

It has been noted that in his Responsio ad Lutherum, More 

added little to the king's presentation on the subject of Holy 

Orders. (90) He failed to address the important charismatic 

component of Luther's thoughts on the ministry although 

ironically this is the one area where More and Luther had most 

in common. More's criticisms of England's clergy prior to the 

publication of the Responsio indicated that his thinking could 

have developed an understanding of the charismatic aspects of 

effective Christian instruction had not More been forced as he 

saw it to emphasize the institutional aspects of the priesthood 

as transmitted and guarded by the magisterium of the Church. 

The controversy with Luther was the most important factor 

in determining the direction More's subsequent understanding of 

the nature of the priesthood was to take. Instead of 

continuing in his pursuit of a renovated clergy demonstrating 

clearly their sense of vocation by leading a life of exemplary 

dedication to the- Christian message, More isolated those 

aspects of the priesthood--its sacerdotal aspects--as its 

essence. Because the priesthood was not only a channel of 

revelation ongoing within the Church but effective agents of 

God's saving grace administered through the sacraments, More 

saw their function within the Christian community as one of 

authority. His stress on the institutional functions of the 

priesthood meant that he failed to address their role in 

90 Gogan,. The Common Corps of Christendom, 106ff. 
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achieving and instilling the desire for God in their fellow 

Christians. More's simple message that the clergy must be 

examples does not go far enough in addressing the importance 

played by preaching in Luther's concept of the Christian 

priesthood. 

More's emphasis on the institutional dispensation of grace 

by the priesthood remained with him throughout his 

controversial career and was to become increasingly important 

as he pursued the link he saw between rejection of traditional 

doctrine and anti-authoritarian attitudes. As in his response to 

Fish's Supplication for the Beggars, More perceived his task as 

preserving the God-given structure of the Church and all its 

legitimate institutions in order that it might continue as a 

framework through which all due authority (be it'secular or 

sacred) might discharge its function. The clergy could maintain 

the laity in a right relationship with God only insofar as the 

laity remained obedient. Any breakdown in this relationship 

threatened not only the Church but every vital institution in 

society. 
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Shortly after he received his commission from Tunstal, More 

published the first version of the Dialogue of Heresies and 

laid the groundwork for what was to become a four year long 

project aimed at refuting the works of William Tyndale. The 

Dialogue and its successor, the Confutation are massive, 

running to more than 650 pages in Rastell's closely printed 

1557 edition. In these works, as well as in More's other 

English polemical writings with the possible exception of his 

Apology, More follows the same technique as he had in the 

Responsio and addresses point by point the issues raised by his 

adversary--his are models of defensive writing. 

During the years spanned by the controversy with Tyndale, 

England was in the grips of Henry VIII's problematic handling 

of his desired divorce. When the Dialogue first appeared in 

June, 1529, the court at Blackfriars was convened under the 

dual authority of Campeggio and Wolsey. By the end of July, 

Campeggio had adjourned the court, and unknown to him, the pope 

had advoked the case to Rome on Catherine's appeal. The king's 

case would not be settled in England, and Wolsey's long tenure 

as chief minister came suddenly to an end. By August, the peace 

of Cambrai, in which More played England's part, announced that 

for the time being, the emperor's interests would become the 

pope's, and the prospect of a quick and easy divorce, already 

diminished by the suspension of the Blackfriars hearing, was 

buried. In his epitaph, more listed his part in the peace of 

Cambrai as one his more notable achievements. It is a 

tantalizing idea--was he simply relieved to see Christendom 

once again at peace and the pope and emperor reconciled after 

the former's shameful captivity, or did he sense that the 

divorce, now removed from the king's influence, would appear to 
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his sovereign as the impossibility he knew it to be? 

In addition to the divorce, but hardly separate from it, 

other momentous issues were making themselves felt. Parliament 

was called before Christmas of 1529 and was to radically alter 

the Church in England and More had been chosen to replace 

Wolsey as Lord Chancellor. More's career up to his elevation to 

the chancellorship has been summarized as a 'dozen years of 

frustrated impotence' caused by Wolsey's monopoly of power. 

This seems excessive and implies that More yearned for a power 

he knew he could never have achieved. It also denies the value 

of More's work in the judiciary. After Cromwell's rise, More 

divided his energy between the defense of the Church and the 

suppression of heretics on the one hand (in both of which 

activities he achieved some notable success), and his official 

juridical duties on the other. There is no indication that he 

assumed the office of Lord Chancellor with any intention of 

dissuading Henry from his planned divorce--rather it appears 

more likely that he undertook the office with a view to 

salvaging what he could from the disasters he must have known 

were coming. In the well known letter to Erasmus in 1529 More 

states that he undertook the office of Lord Chancellor knowing 

the interests of Christendom were at stake. (1) More must have 

known that the king was courting a momentous reform by the time 

he took office. Chapuys wrote to the Emperor in November, 1529 

that the king claimed the only power ecclesiastics had over 

laymen was that of absolving them from sin. And by early 1531, 

More's fears would have been confirmed when the king took it 

upon himself to intervene in the trial of a heretical priest, 

1 Elton, Reform and Reformation, London, 1981 (repr. ), 117. 
See Selected Letters, 172. 
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overruling Warham's judgement in an article dealing with the 

power of the pope in England. This incident, mentioned only by 

Chapuys, indicates that by early 1531, the exclusive right of 

the clergy to determine heresy was being seriously challenged-- 

something More vehemently condemned. (2) He was excluded from 

the very beginning from governmental policy making although he 

still aired his views in council sessions. By the time of 

More's resignation in 1532 and probably well before, another 

minister, Thomas Cromwell, had emerged from the chaos as chief 

government agent. 

More's extensive ties with the clergy and its protectors 

were strengthened during the years he spent as chancellor. He 

was the sole layman on the commissionsin 1530 which examined 

suspected books as well as deciding that it was not necessary 

to have Scripture available to Englishmen in their native 

tongue, although this may have run counter to More's own 

thoughts. (3) More also witnessed the espousals of Francis Lord 

Hastings to Catherine Pole at the Earl of Shrewsbury's house in 

Chelsea--of interest because of Elton's identification of 

Shrewsbury as an active member of the 'opposition party' in the 

Reformation Parliament. (4) He also received the lease of a park 

from Warham in March, 1530 (5) and shortly after was admitted 

2 Hughes, The Reformation in England, I, 208; LPV, 128. 

3 Thej commission met 24 May, 1530. See Conciliae Magnae 
Brittaniae et Hiberniae, 4 vols., ed D Wilkins, London, 1737, 
111,728-35; Hughes, The Reformation in England, II, 331ff; Tudor 
Royal Procalmations, eds. Hu hesand Larkin, 3 vols., New Haven, 
1964-9, I, 193-97. iýwý ý- lt30=AAC P- asp i1ý - ýý2, 

4 Registra Stephani Gardiner et Johannis Poynet, Canterbury 
and York Society, 37(1930), 24-25; Elton's article 'Sir Thomas 
More and the opposition to Henry VIII' in Moreana 15(1967), 285- 
303,294. 

5 'Documents Illustrative of Medieval Kentish Society', Kent 
Archaeological Society, 18(1964), 294. 
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to full confraternity with 

Canterbury. (6) 

Neither the divorce nor 

the monks of Christ Church, 

the Reformation Parliament find 

any mention in More's works against Tyndale. There are two 

reasons for this: the first is that More used Tyndale's 

heretical doctrines as the subject of his discussions (7) 

thereby effectively removing himself from the arena of 

political commentator, and the second is that it would be 

highly indiscreet, not to say dangerous, for More to offer 

comment on the proceedings of the parliament or the divorce, 

especially at a time when he was perhaps Active in what Elton 

has called an opposition group deliberately organized from 

outside whose aims were to prevent the Commons from legislating 

against the Church's wishes. (8) 

Contemporary events do, however, appear in More's works 

against Tyndale if they bear directly on heresy or heretics. 

More mentions almost all the notorious heretics by name and 

claimed to have been at many of their trials or otherwise to 

have an impeccable knowledge of them. Thus he mentioned Bilneys 

6 This has importance for the assessment of More's work in 
the equity courts and will be discussed in the next chapter. The 
prior, Thomas Goldwell, was a litigant before More at the time in 
Chancery. 

7 But here More presents us with a curious point. Tyndale 
asserts that the reforms in the parliament then in session were 
sham reforms, designed to deceive the laity into thinking real 
reform (i. e. based on Tyndale's theology) was on its way. The 
clergy were only feigning change, Tyndale charges, to mollify 
fears about their hegemony. More does not address these charges 
by Tyndale except in general terms nor does he comment on the 
alleged clerical conspiracy masterminded by Wolsey (in which More 
is said to play Wolsey's puppet. ) See Pineas, Thomas More and 
Tudor Polemics, Bloomington, 1968,58-60,65,68. 

8 The opposition group which Elton identified had two 
centers: the first around the Imperial Ambassador Chapuys and the 
second around the queen's chaplains. See Elton, Reform and 
Reformation, 121 ff and 'Sir Thomas More and the Opposition to 
Henry VIII', 293. 
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trial, about which there was apparently some concern and 

defended the fact that Bilney had been given a lax, irregular 

oath of abjuration, perhaps to mollify doubts about his trial 

in the first place. (9) 

More also disclosed that he was present at the trial of 

Dr. Forman, who had been forbidden by Tunstal to preach or say 

Mass in March, 1528. Although he does not call Forman by name, 

little doubt exists that he was the man meant. (1°) More also 

discussed Fr. Barnes throughout the Confutation, revealing that 

the Lord Chancellor kept him under close watch during his 

sojourn in England under the king's safe conduct. More had 

detailed knowledge of Barnes's trial in 1526 and the sharp 

exchanges that occurred there between Barnes and Wolman. (11) 

Perhaps the most interesting example of More's 

intelligence network is associated with his surveillance of 

Barnes. Barnes's hostess at Botolph's wharf was apparently 

interviewed by More, who claimed personal experience of her 

loose tongue. He had her relate a story involving John Byrte 

(alias Adrian, alias Bookbinder), who brought her two nuns by 

night and helped them in their apostasy (and perhaps even 

fornication. ) Byrte was a companion of Constantine and Necton, 

both of whom had close ties with heretical books in England. 

9 See Guy, Public Career, 167-8; CW6 35/29-33,256-257,271; 
CW8 701, Marius, Thomas More, New York, 1984,397. More claimed 
that Bilney was received back into the Catholic Church just 
before his death (CW8 518/26ff), a view that was hotly contested 
and which may have prompted More to hold a Star Chamber inquiry 
into the matter. Dr. Guy asserts that this inquiry was irregular 
because there was no bill of complaint. More's interest in the 
case of a relapsed, heretic asking to be received back into the 
fold before his execution needs little clarification. 

10 More gives a verbatim report of Forman's trial in CW6 
379-383. See also LPIV, 4073,4175. 

11 CW8 876/27-33,947/21-35. 
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When Constantine turned informer to More, Necton was 

apprehended. Constantine later regretted his actions, and broke 

out of More's house where he had been detained. In any case, 

More connected the two wayward nuns with Byrte, perhaps on the 

strength of the evidence of this wife of Botolph's wharf. But 

the network does not stop there. In 1530 More arrested 

Tyndale's brother John and one Thomas Patmer for selling 

prohibited books. Patmer was able to perform his penance, but 

was later arrested by Stokesley and imprisoned. His servant, 

John Stanton, tried to free him through parliamentary action in 

1532 but the effort was squashed by More. ' Stanton claimed More 

accused him wrongly of having been present at the 'conveying of 

certain nuns from St. Helen's which nuns your said orator never 

saw nor had knowledge of.... ' George Joye denied that these 

nuns were later brought to his house at Antwerp aided by Byrte, 

saying instead that John Larke (who happened to be More's own 

appointed parish priest) would have made them harlots had they 

not fled the cloister. John Larke held the living of St. 

Ethelburga's, London, on the gift of the convent of St. 

Helen's, and may have been confessor there. More's 

investigation of the matter must have been thorough enough to 

uncover the main players. The counter-accusation against his 

own priest seems gratuitous in the light of Larke's proven 

steadfastness and his close association with More. (12) More had 

12 See CW8 18-19; Guy, Public Career, 173-74; B. L. Harl. MS 
425 fo. 15; LPV, 982; CW9 117,365,366-367. For Necton's 

confession, see LPIV, 4030. More also kept close watch on the 

visiting Zwinglian scholar Simon Grinaeus, who visited England in 

mid 1531. Grinaeus was a friend of Erasmus, and perhaps More too 

since his 1534 edition of Plato was dedicated to More's son John. 

Marius would have us believe that in reality More was itching to 

burn Grinaeus but could not--and so dissembled, feigning 

hospitality; Marius, Thomas More 391-2. More likely is the view 
that More respected Grinaeus's promise not to disseminate his 

views while in England, and both men were friends of Erasmus--- 
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uncovered a suprisingly large number of men and women with 

close ties to the colporteurs of forbidden books. That he was 

not interested in the small fry is obvious. His concern with 

men like Stanton or women like the wife of Botolph's wharf 

lasted only until their information gave out--although he 

certainly would have kept tabs on their whereabouts. He was 

interested in more important men like Byrte, Joye, Necton and 

even Tyndale's brother. 

One final instance illustrative of More's activity 

involves a curious case of necromancy. More refers to 

necromancy cryptically in his writings and he may have this 

case in mind. In 1528, William Stapleton, a Benedictine monk 

from Hulme was brought before More on charges of necromancy. 

He had earlier purchased a dispensation from Wolsey., claiming 

he would become a hermit. Instead, he used his freedom to 

engage in a little magically-assisted treasure hunting. More 

investigated him and confiscated the tools of his trade. (13) 

The two works More wrote against Tyndale, although not 

exactly a continuum, form a thorough if repetitive rebuttal of 

almost all elements of the still changing Protestant theology. 

In the course of this rebuttal, More touched on the English 

clergy under various headings. The most convenient way of 

grouping his thought, which remained consistent throughout the 

four year gestation of the entire corpus ( Dialogue 1529 

through the last published book of the Confutation 1533) seems 

to be as follows: the clergy as an institution in the economy 

which would temper More's dislike for the Zwinglian. See 
CW8,1245; LPV, 145,287; see especially More's letter to Erasmus 
concerning Grinaeus, Selected Letters, 176. 

13 See LPIV, 5096; CW6 52,55. 
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of salvation; the clergy in the parish; clerical decay and 

reform; and the problem of heresy. Two additional works by More 

supplemented his writings against Tyndale; the Letter against 

Frith (1532) and the Answer to a Poisoned Book (1533). They 

dealt primarily with the sacrament of the altar, although More 

managed to bring in his familiar argument for the authority of 

the Church and the appeal to a Christian consensus. More's 

understanding of the Mass was expounded in these works and can 

be used to expand what references there are to the eucharist 

found in his books against Tyndale. 

PRIESTHOOD AS AN INSTITUTION IN THE ECONOMY OF SALVATION 

More asserted the traditional view that Christ gave a 

mission to the clergy who were indeed the successors to his 

apostles. He wrote that the words Christ said to his church 

were said primarily to the clergy who are ' the successours of 

Chryst and hys apostles/ and be for the gouernaunce of Chrystes 

chyrche now in hys and hys apostles place... ' (14) These words 

confirm Christ's promise to the Church and define the role of 

the clergy in governing the faithful and spreading the gospel 

message. The clergy were also to administer the sacraments as 

God's vicar, especially confession and the sacrifice of the 

Mass after the example of Christ himself. More rejected 

Tyndale's doctrine that the offering the Mass was not a 

necessary function of the priesthood: '[Tyndale] maye make vs to 

byleue, that we nede no preest to offer vppe dayly ye same 

14 CW8,616/11-14, and 614/20-615/2; CW6,107/11-13. The 
words More mentions are Mk 16: 15, Lk 10: 12,16, and Matt. 5: 13, 
10: 15 and 28: 20, and Jn 16: 13. In the final book (Bk IX) of the 
Confutation, which remained unpublished in More's lifetime, More 
explicitly argues for apostolic succession, if not in the person 
of the pope, at least in the rule of bishops. See CW8,1011/4-17. 
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sacryfyce that our sauyour offred onys, and hath ordayned to be 

by the prestes perpetually off red in hys chyrche. '(15) The 

Catholic teaching, that the sacrifice Christ offered for the 

sins of the world was to be daily repeated, was perhaps the 

main target of the reformers, and the debates centering on the 

Mass revealed and focused the irreconcilable positions on the 

nature of grace that emerged in the 1530s and later. 

More's understanding of those in Holy Orders centered on 

the priesthood as dispensers of sacramental grace. Because they 

had been commissioned and empowered by Christ, he saw their 

position as one of authority. As God's vicars, the clergy held 

an irrefutable position of superiority over the layman and 

should be obeyed not because of their persons but their office. 

More asked Tyndale to remember that Christ commanded obedience 

even to the Pharisees, to whom Tyndale had likened the 

contemporary clergy. (16) The clergy were given authority within 

the Church, and the Church had a governing function within the 

context of divine guidance. Clerical authority was not voided 

due to personal failings. More's attitude toward heresy 

reflected his deeply held belief that spiritual rebellion was 

intimately connected with sedition in all forms. He certainly 

felt that the order given by God to the Church and state was 

binding. 

More's understanding of the clergy as channels of Christ's 

15 CW8,114/10-13,113/21-24. More also rejected Tyndale's 
teaching that the clergy did not "administer" sacraments but 
simply preached the promise of grace, CW8,96/lff. As for the 
special office of the priest, More claimed that no angel has 
comparable authority, CW8,114/18-22. 

16 CW8,618/14-25,595/6-9,128/22-25. More is constant in his 
belief that the clergy are spiritual rulers instituted by God, 
and as such should be obeyed by laymen, CW8,128/22-25, CW6,37/32- 
34. 
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teachings and other revelation through which unwritten truths 

were transmitted to the faithful enhanced his appreciation of 

them as spiritual leaders. Because revelation was not simply 

confined to Scripture, it was not reduced to individual textual 

interpretation. she idea that specific practices had been 

handed down from apostolic times, coupled with the idea that 

the Holy Spirit constantly inspired the whole Church, form the 

basis for More's insistence on obedience to the Church which he 

saw as the sole possessor of the sum of revelation. Obedience 

to the Church was obedience to God. More did not, however, 

assert that a body of doctrine lay exclusively with the 

priesthood. Instead, the clergy, as rulers of the Church, 

preserved and even developed elements of unwritten revelation 

common to the Church as a whole whether that revelation took 

the form of precepts agreed upon by a general council, papal 

decretals or simply individual practices within England which 

had come to be accepted by the Church after long us%age. The 

clergy prepared Christians to receive God's word, offered His 

grace through the sacraments and transmitted a portion of 

divine revelation but they themselves were not objects of 

faith. (17) Examples of unwritten revelation preserved by the 

priesthood (and indeed by the entire Church) included the 

knowlege how to consecrate, how to say masse,.... ' (18) 

The duties of the clergy toward the laity, in addition to 

the administration of the sacraments, include instruction, 

exhortation, and an imparting of the ability to 'activate the 

17 Gogan, The Common Corps of Christendom, 231; CW8,151/29- 
31,152/28-153/3. More believed that changes in practice did 
occur from time to time, but there was no change in faith and 
belief, CW8,923/12-15. 

18 CW8,367/5-6. 
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Christian revelation in the moral life. '(19) Through the 

various ceremonies (and indeed even through the vestments of 

the clergy), devotion was stirred up among the laity, (20) and 

through the presentation of the Christian message this devotion 

was formally shaped. These two elements went hand-in-hand, and 

neither could be eliminated. In an age of limited literacy 

without a vernacular Bible, the common man was incapable of 

approaching Scripture without the aid of the clergy. Even if he 

could read Latin, More felt Scripture 'far exce'deth in many 

placys the capacyte and perceyuyng of man' so it was the duty 

of the clergy to present Scripture to the laity, and more 

importantly, to temper their presentation to the abilities of 

their audience. (21) He applauded Justinian's dictum prohibiting 

common people from engaging in disputes over Scriptural 

interpretation. But while asserting that preaching was uniquely 

a clerical activity, More denied that it was their primary duty 

and that a preacher needed to be especially good in order to 

exercise this office. Despite his earlier criticism of bad 

preachers, More was clearly bent on establishing the supremacy 

of the sacramental system over the evangelical approach of the 

reformers, and his rejection of the notion that a preacher must 

be good in order to preach the truth was based on his belief 

that the Church was in possession of the truth and had been all 

along--to preach correctly, a preacher simply had to preach in 

accordance with current orthodoxy. The duty of the preacher was 

19 CW8,1293 

20 CW8,194/6-16. Utopian priestly garments also figured 
largely in their ability to stir up devotion in worhsippers. 

21 CW6,335/6-7,336/31-337/1. More uses the metaphor of the 
clergy "chamming" (i. e. chewing) Scripture for the 
people. CW6,337/5. 
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discharged in preaching correct doctrine, regardless of his own 

personal merits or demerits. In fact he even forced the 

argument by adding that although it was highly displeasing to 

God for a sinful man to preach, it could lead to a greater 

respect for the truth when an audience perceived the strength 

of true doctrine, that could be uttered even from the mouth of 

one who was obviously its enemy! (22) This was a rather 

startling reversal from the position More had adopted when 

criticizing poor preaching in his earlier works and indicates 

the radical revision of his public pronouncements necessitated 

by his polemic. There is every indication that More retained 

his belief in the need for inspired preaching but in his 

polemical works he curbed his indignation over poor preaching 

in order to deflate the reformers' insistence on preaching as 

the most important duty of the priest. 

Instruction was, of course, one means of exerting control 

over the laity but More did not develop his understanding of 

the relationship spiritual authority bore to temporal society 

within the context of clerical instruction. He did assert 

throughout his works a straight-forward conception of the role 

played by religious instruction: it offered men the opportunity 

to turn to God. He relied rather on his belief that laws well 

made and well enforced were what really kept society together. 

True Christian society was necessarily bipartite: it was 

ordained by God to include readers and hearers, and More 

adduced as proof Scriptural evidence that Moses ascended the 

mountain alone to bring back the law for the Israelites. This 

arrangement, applicable to all of society, lead More to see an 

indissoluble bond between teaching and governing. Laws and 

22 CW8,765/20-35 
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precepts properly made guide the people and subdue the baser 

elements in human nature. Without them, both spiritual and 

temporal, society would lapse into mob-rule and the Church 

would degenerate into a thousand sects: ' commenly the beste 

lawes shall worste lyke moche of the comen people/ whiche moost 

longe (yf they myghte be herde and folowed) to lyue all at 

lyberte vnder none at all. '(23) 

Proper instruction in matters of Christian faith was one 

function of the clergy. But a far more important function was 

that of ministering the sacraments through which God's grace 

was made available to man. More rejected and ridiculed 

Tyndale's teaching (which, it may be objected, he failed to 

fully comprehend) concerning the 'new, spiritual man' who 

needed neither priest nor sacraments to assure him of 

salvation. In the traditional view upheld by Catholic writers 

like More, the Christian sinned repeatedly and required the 

intercessory work of a priest to restore him to a right 

relationship with God. The sacrament of confession and the 

performance of penance were especiallyAin this respect. (24) In 

keeping with More's belief that man's darker instincts towards 

moral anarchy simmered just beneath the surface, he asserted 

that all Christians were uncertain of the final destination of 

their soul--which tended to keep the rebellions of the flesh 

under control. More attacked the notion that one can be certain 

of final election, which he felt lead to antinomianism. That he 

misunderstood (aside from simply emphasizing the more 

spectacular contradictions this doctrine seemed to have for the 

purposes of polemics) the reformers' position on this is clear 

23 CW6,334/35-335/2,333/29ff, 334/20ff. 

24 CW8,855/7-11. 
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from the constant stress he places on the need for laws, order, 

and obedience. He asserted that Christians can indeed fall from 

grace, and that no one can know whether they are to be numbered 

among the elect. (25) 

The clergy too could sin, but their personal sin did not 

detract from the validity of the sacraments they administered. 

Even if a priest were so bad that ' his prayers were afore the 

face of god reiected and abhorred/ yet that sacred sacryfyce & 

swete oblacyon of Crystes holy body offred vp by his offyce/ 

can take none empayrynge by ye fylth of his synne.... '(26) 

In sum, the understanding of the clergy as an institution 

which emerges from these two works relies heavily on the office 

of the priest as an administrator of the sacraments and an 

interpreter and expounder of Scripture who exercised legitimate 

God-ordained authority dating back to the apostles of Christ. 

The nature of the polemic forced More to emphasize the 

institutional, authoritarian aspects of the Catholic Church and 

its officers. The Church had always had such officers, whose 

continued existence from the earliest days of Christianity 

until the present provided a channel for an important body of 

beliefs and doctrine unrecorded in Scripture as well as 

guaranteeing the purity of those beliefs. The clergy can and 

should expect obedience from the laity not because of their own 

merits but because they, as leaders of the entire Church and 

successors to the apostles, serve in a divinly established 

hierarchy whose abiding aim was to maintain the Christian faith 

and preserve its doctrinal intdgrity until the Church militant 

25 CW8,430/25-33,451/23-24. 

26 CW6,299/15-20. More adds that God is apalled by the 
audacity of a sinful priest who dares to meddle with the Mass. 
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became triumphant. 

THE CLERGY IN THE PARISH 

In response to the teachings of the reformers, More wrote 

that Christ called upon all Christians to perform works of 

self-sacrifice: 'watchyng, fastyng, prayeng, walkyng, hunger, 

thurst, colde, & hete, betyng, scourgyng, prysonement, paynfull 

& shamfull deth: this is his yoke. ' (27) More rejected the 

reformers' complaints about the heaviness of these exhortations 

and saw in them a desire to revel in sloth--the pain of these 

works was but a pleasant promise of heaven, which made such 

pains light. It is this approach that Christ taught, 'not any 

delyuerynge from the lawes of the chyrch / or from any good 

temporall lawes eyther / in to a lewde lyberte of"slouthfull 

rest. For that were not an easy yoke / but a pullyng of the hed 

out of ye yoke. '(28) This reveals the personal component of 

More's understanding of the Christian life: the Christian was 

instructed to imitate Christ. Insofar as the life of Jesus 

represented the ideal and may not in fact be possible for all 

Christians, what remained was to trust in the teachings of the 

Church concerning works, the sacraments, and the individual's 

own participation in the sacramental life of the Church in 

accordance with traditional doctrine. The laity should be able 

to trust in the example'of the clergy and take them as their 

27 CW6,106/15-18. 

28 CW6,106/12-29. Few statements indicate as clearly as this 
the fundamental differences between More and his opponents. This 
passage or its equivalents can be found in almost all of More's 
works, starting from his Life of Pico, and is expressed in More's 
own personal habits of asceticism. More reiterated the necessity 
of ascetic activity in the Poisoned Book; "God sent men hither to 
wake and work"--and he buttressed it by stating that our life is 
expended in a "vale of miserye in this time of teares", Workes, 
1048/a 



151 

guide in their attempt to accommodate Christ's directives. 

More offered the standard assessment of the value of good 

works. They are nothing in and of themselves, but are only 

assigned merit through God's generousity and the sacrifice of 

Christ. (29) He distinguished the various categories of grace, 

including those types which enable us to perform --and sustain 

us while performing--such works. (30) But works are not in 

themselves able to save us. More clearly believed it was the 

Mass, offered up only by the priest, which atoned for our sins 

(providing no impediment was interposed by the sinner through 

incorrect belief. ) 

The Mass was the centerpiece of parish worship: it was so 

necessary that the Church 'hath ordeyned that it is necessary 

to be said vnto the parryshe at the lest wyse euery sondaye'. 

(31) In the Poisoned Book More saw Jn 6: 54 as clear evidence 

that Christ himself spoke on the profit of receiving (and the 

peril of refusing) the eucharist as taught by the Catholic 

Church. But the simple reception of the eucharist is not 

enough. More denied any mechanical operation of the sacrament: 

'they that receive our lorde by the sacrament onlie and not by 

fayth and purpose of amendement: though they receiue hym, yet 

they receyue him not... ' because although his body is indeed 

received, 'hys holy spyrite is not receiued into theire 

29 CW8,53/33-54/19 

30 CW8,205/15ff. 

31 CW8,260/8-10. More may have imbibed his deep respect for 
the Mass from his days at the Charterhouse, where (quoting the 
Carthusian writer Maurice Chauncey) Vulgo dicebatur: Si 
volueritis audire servitia Dei devote celebrata, pergite ad domum 
cartusiae', in CW8,1520. For other discussions of More on the 
Mass, see Gogan, The Common Corps of Christendom, 242,327 and J. 
Pelikan, Reformation of Church and Dogma (1300-1700), 
Chicago, 1984,257. 
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soules'. Communicants who take the eucharist improperly eat and 

drink 'to theire dampnacion'. (32) More recognised that with it 

the Church stood or fell. 

He wrote that the priest receives the body and blood of 

Christ and offers it 'for his owne synnys and other mennys 

to... to god as an holy hoost, oblacyon, and sacryfyce / 

representyng the same sacryfyce in whych our sauyour both beyng 

the preste and the sacryfyce offred vp hym seife for the synne 

of the world... ' More repeated this in the Poisoned Book in 

vivid terms; 'And therefore... when the priest ministreth vs 

this meate [i. e. the eucharist], let vs not think that it is he 

that giueth it vs, not the priest I sai whom we se, but the 

sonne of man Christ hym seife, whose own flesh not the priest 

ther geueth vs, but as Christes minister deliuereth vs. But the 

very giLler therof is our blessed sauiour hymself, as himselfe 

in the words witnesseth [Jn 6: 27] wher he saith: quem filius 

hominis dabit vobis.... '(33) Not only were the elements made 

into the, body and blood of the Saviour, but the priest himself 

became Christ offering up his own life for the Christian. By 

denying its sacrificial aspect, Tyndale 'taketh quyte a way the 

very speciall profet and frute of all the masse. '(34) The 

multiplication of Masses (especially for the dead), and priests 

32 Workes, 1066/bc; Workes, 1064/ac 

33 CW8,109/20-30; Workes, 1046/d. In one of his last 
writings, More repeated this idea again that Christ himself is 
the giver of the eucharist, CW13,123/16-27. 

34 CW8,112/9-12. It follows that More always asserted the 
Catholic doctrine of the 'real presence', which accompanied the 
understanding of the mass as a sacrifice. Ironically, More wishes 
Tyndale understood the manner in which Christ was present in the 
elements of the mass 'as well... as the sympleste lerned preest in 
a contrey teacheth his paryshe', which may have indeed been the 
case, to the credit of neither Tyndale nor the simple priest, 
CW8,115/30-32. 
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to offer them, was a common abuse in late medieval 

Christianity. In popular theology the more private Masses said 

for an individual soul, the greater the profit to that soul. 

Church authorities aided this understanding when they attempted 

to ensure that priests were not cheating the intended recipient 

by saying Masses for several souls when they were meant to say 

individual Masses for each soul. (35) More explicitly denounced 

any teaching which would increase the number of Masses by 

increasing the number of priests available to say them. Such 

irresponsibility, i. e. proliferation of priests without 

reference to their suitability, could only be displeasing to 

God. (36) 

More relied upon traditional teaching that the effect of 

the sacraments on the soul of the faithful 'excepte the faute 

be in hym seife' was to impart 'some inwarde grace & ayde of 

god by the merytes of Crystes passyon and by his holy promyse 

and ordinauns .... '(37) and that the exact profit remained 

unknown but to God alone. (38) He used the analogy of 

nourishment--the body and blood of Christ are of such strength 

that once eaten, instead of changing into the body of he who 

eats, the eucharist changes him into something more spiritual, 

turning the 'fleshly man from his groce f leshlynes, into a 

certayne maner of the pure nature of it seife, by participacion 

of that holy blessed flesh and immortall, that is with his 

liuely spirit immediately ioyned and vnseparably knit vnto the 

35 See KL Wood-Legh, Perpetual Chantries in Britain, 
Cambridge, 1965,307-308. 

36 CW6,299/27-300/26. 

37 CW8,77/35ff 

38 CW8,196/6-9. 
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eternal flowing fountaine of al lyfe, the godheade'. (39) 

Celebrating the Mass every Sunday in the parish and performing 

his other intercessory and sacramental duties was, for More, 

the primary function of the priest. Despite his constant 

laments over poor contemporary preaching and clerical morals, 

he resisted attempts to identify the priestly duties too 

closely with the pulpit and the need to arouse popular 

devotion. Restricting the clerical role to mere exhortation 

denied sacred powers conferred directly by Christ. 

Another reason More rejected efforts to identify the 

pastoral duties of the clergy solely with preaching was that he 

felt good preaching did not necessarily lead to correct 

understanding of the Christian faith and a consequent turning 

to God. A man could hear the truth and fail to act accordingly. 

Good preaching was no guarantee of correct living for 'all the 

pythe of a mannes lyuynge standeth nat in onely techyng. t(40) 

More saw attempts by Luther and others to abrogate laws 

providing that the gospel were well taught as the first steps 

toward anarchy because they ignored this fundamental problem. 

(41) Men could always impose their obstinate will against the 

truth of the gospel message and the promise of grace, and More 

adduced the example of Christ himself who preached to many yet 

some refused to believe through their 'frowarde wyll'. (42) 

Yet preaching was an important function of the clergy. 

39 Workes, 1046/ac. See also 1052/c and 1066/ef. 

40 CW8,514/21-22 

41 CW8,515/6-17. More has in mind Luther's dictum: 'Si fides 
vere praedicaretur et essent boni magistratus, legem Euangelicam 
unam satis esse futuram et leges humanan esse inutiles. ' See 
CW8,1607. 

42 CW8,761/18-20. 
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Through teaching and preaching, correct beliefs were presented 

to the laity. More made several references to what he saw as 

the daily message of the Church--that works were of no value in 

themselves, and that Christ is truely present in the elements 

of the Mass. In an extended syllogism, he argued that because 

preachers must be in possession of all necessary truths before 

they can preach them or their audience can receive them, it 

follows that whatever words Christ spoke to his Church he spoke 

primarily to his clergy who in turn would pass them on to the 

laity. (43) Indeed, the importance of preaching received new 

attention as the Catholic doctrine came under attack. More 

pointed out with approval that not only the Church but the 

secular authorities as well passed laws prohibit] preaching 

without the permission of the ordinary. (44) 

Preaching had played an important role in establishing the 

Church and continued to play this role as new lands were 

brought into the Christian confession. In connection with this 

function of preaching, More mentioned the good friars, and 

especially the Observants, as being honest, godly, chaste, 

virtuous people who spread the Christian message to parts of 

the newly discovered North American continent. But he did not 

develop the importance of preaching in the English parishes 

aside from his treatment of bad or heretical preachers. In his 

earlier works, More chastised poor preachers (see especially 

his letter to Colet) and preachers who resorted to the various 

collections of sermons because they could not manage to pen 

their own. He continued to use bad preaching as a point of 

departure when criticising ignorant clergymen, but now with a 

43 CW8,401/6-13,115/30-32,615/34-616/14. 

44 CW8,358/27ff . 
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distinct shift of emphasis. Instead of seeing poor preaching 

simply as an example of unlearned clergy, More distinguished 

between heretical preaching in defiance of the church and the 

orthodox if uninspiring preaching he had once seen as 

indicative of a lukewarm clergy. Now, preachers who delighted 

in castigating the clergy compounded their error with pride and 

pride was the hallmark of heresy. Had Colet preached his 

Convocation Sermon before More in the early 1530s, he would 

probably have been ill-received. (45) More's treatment of 

preaching in his polemics responded to and was restricted by 

the pressure of heretical doctrines then raging in England. He 

used Bilney (who although unnamed was clearly indicated) as an 

example of the type of preacher who preached badly, even 

heretically, due to inordinate pride in his own intellect. (46) 

In answering the Messenger's criticisms of sundry 

practices current in the parish, More defended without vigor 

various unimportant matters such as matins said too fast or 

using an unconsecrated host in the eucharist. (47) He denounced 

the increasing number of private chaplains, a practice which 

debased the office of the priest into that of a domestic 

servant. (48) 

The financial "support of the clergy was also under attack 

from the reformers. More related that he was once present in an 

45 Colet was hauled before Fitzjames on three counts of 
heresy--his preaching against the worship of images, his 
criticism of other preachers, and for his wrong interpretation of 
Scripture; BL MS Lansdowne 978 fo. 223. 

46 CW6,124/26ff, 280/4-9. 

47 CW6,258,259/9-11,223/13. He makes a point of saying, 
in his Letter against Frith that Christians who knowingly partake 
of an improperly consecrated host do so at their peril; 
Workes, 842/fh. 

48 CW6,301/29-35 
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assembly in which a preacher denounced offerings to the 

Church: a view More obviously detested. (49) Tyndale's 

accusation that the clergy were motivated by greed met with a 

counter-attack by More, who suggested that Tyndale was taking 

upon himself the power of judging every man's mind. He argued 

from Scripture that it was consistent with the office of the 

clergy to live by means of the altar, and suggested that the 

duties of the clergy were twice as worthy as any other. (50) He 

further emphasised this point, in a discussion of the proper 

use of allegorical interpretations of Scripture by citing 

Paul's gloss of Deut. 25: 4 as evidence for financial 

contributions to the clergy. (51) More also supported the 

practice of giving money to shrines and their clerical 

caretakers but lamented that this small source of clerical 

income (which also benefited the donor) had fallen off as 

heresy had begun to cool men's devotion. (52) 

On the subject of pluralism, More made some suggestive 

remarks. He said ' though the partie somtyme that hathe dyuers 

benefyces dothe abuse the frutes, the pope gaue hym neyther 

libertie nor lycence that he shulde so do / but gaue him leaue 

to take the cure of them, trustynge vpon certayne suggestyon 

that the man were suche one as shulde and wolde vse them well. 

And no doubte is there, but that some man may ryghte well haue 

the cure of dyuers parisshes, and good causes why he so shulde 

49 CW8,701/1-32. The editors suggest this preacher was 
Bilney. 

50 CW8,629/29-630/4. The texts he adduced were 1 Cor. 9: 13 
and 1 Tim. 5: 17-21. 

51 CW8,636/15-637/9. 

52 CW6,53/35-54/1,98/20; CW8,635/15-18. 
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/ and do more good in them bothe than some other shulde in 

one. '(53) More was forced to side-step the issue of pluralism 

because of the debate then in progress in parliament. He placed 

the legitimacy of pluralism on the virtue of papal 

dispensations, suggesting it was a matter for the Church to 

decide. Unlicensed pluralism, like other illegal practices, he 

would have deplored. It has already been noted that throughout 

his career More himself presented priests to livings who were 

pluralists. 

Yet perhaps More's thinking on pluralism ran along 

radically different lines than the traditional ones he promoted 

in his polemical works. We catch a hint of this in his casual 

suggestion, put in the mouth of the Messenger, that priests be 

ordained as 'romes & lyuynges' fell vacant--to which More 

answers, 'Surely... for ought I se sodeynly / that wolde not be 

moche amysse. '(54) This suggestion, written before the 

parliamentary legislation limiting possession of multiple 

cures, would not have been made by a Catholic apologist like 

More unless he felt it had real merit. He placed it amidst his 

discussion of the inordinate number of priests, and although he 

qualified it carefully (by claiming to see nothing wrong with 

it at first glance), one can see this as a cautious word to 

bishops who might soon find matters taken out of their hands. 

The excellent priests in utopia are, of course, ordained only 

as vacancies appear in their ranks. 

CLERICAL DECAY AND REFORM 

Owing to the increase of heresy and the seeming chaos 

53 CW8,596/10-18. 

54 CW6,302/30-34. 
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which it entailed, and perhaps because of the advancing menace 

of the 'Turk', More felt the world was hastening to its end. 

Men were getting worse---perhaps irrevocably so. He compared 

his time with the time before the Flood. The world then was 

'waxen worse and worse as yt waxeth now. ' (55) More saw the 

decline as heralding the advent of the Antichrist, 'whyche so 

helpe me god I very greately fere is now very nere at hande. ' 

(56) 

If the laity were once better, and once more reverent 

toward the clergy, the clergy themselves were more worthy of 

their office. In the past, lay society considered the clergy 

'the more godly parte of that hole godly company [i. e. the 

Church]' but that was 'at suche tyme as bothe the partyes were 

I wene sumwhat better then I fere me they be bothe now. ' (57) 

Yet the Church contained and has always contained both 

good and bad men. This is frequently repeated in More's 

polemical works and was his strongest rebuttal against the 

'pure' Church of the elite found in many of the works of the 

reformers. More used the images of the Ark (containing both 

clean and unclean animals), of the mixture of good and bad 

fishes in the gospel parable (Matt. 13: 47-49), and the corn and 

cockle throughout" his works as representing the Church 

militant. (58) More readily admitted the existence of bad clergy 

55 CW6,252/16. -17,374/12-15. 
56 CW8,479/17-19. More feared that Luther was the baptist of 

the antichrist, CW8,271/11-12. There is a growing apocalyptic 
strain in More's thought by this time. Both Luther and Tyndal are 
seen as the antichrist's 'forewalkers', CW6 434-435 and Marius, 
Thomas More, 269. 

57 CW8,165/11-18 

58 See CW5,209/35-37,201/17; CW61 205; CW8,392,777/22-25. 



160 

but stressed that there were also many good clerics. (59) He 

chastised the Messenger for his credulity in believing tales 

about incontinent priests while steadfastly refusing to 

acknowledge miracles which had been attested by reputable men 

and by the Church. (60) The tendency to single out bad examples 

and disregard the good was endemic: 'Let a good man preche /a 

short tale shall serue vs therof / and we shall neyther moche 

regarde his exhortacyon nor his good example. But let a lewde 

frere be taken with a wenche / we wyll gest & rayle vpon the 

hole order all ye yere after.... v(61) 

Vice in the clergy was, however, more reprehensible than 

vice in the laity: 'trouth it is that euery thynge in theym is 

greater / bycause they be more bounden to be better. ' (62) We 

forget the advantage we have from the clergy, and instead 

prefer to pick over their faults like carrion crows, never 

touching the flesh of the living (i. e. the worthy). More 

pointed out that no less a person than Colet, whom he held in 

great esteem, had indicated that if the clergy were bad, the 

laity must be worse. In Colet's famous sermon to the 

Convocation, he said that if the clergy who were to be as 

lights unto the people were in fact a darkness, how dark should 

the secular people be? That More, quoting Colet more than a 

decade after his death and almost two after these words were 

spoken, still retained them in his mind is some indication of 

59 CW8,766/11-12. In his Poisoned Book More asks to know the 
names of those bad clergy who fail to live up to their office. He 
claimed that such men would never be defended by him, Workes, 1091/gh 

60 CW6,83/19ff' 

61 CW6,296/28ff . 
62 CW6,295/30-31. More suggested that clerical vice stood 

out more because we expect more of the clergy, coupled with the 
fact that we more readily look on another's faults than our own. 
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the reverence he felt for the late dean. (63) More cautioned 

against attributing the faults of either the spirituality or 

the laity to their status, saying that such faults were simply 

the faults of the individual. (64) 

Although More dismissed the problem of clerical decay as 

irrelevant to the discussion of doctrine and protested that 

clerical morals was a subject he would not 'gladly meddle 

with', (65) he devoted a considerable part of his work to a 

treatment of bad or incompetent clergy. His analysis of the 

problem centered on the over-abundance of priests. 

Despite More's assertion that the English clergy and 

especially the English secular clergy were 'in lernynge and 

honeste lyuyng well able to matche and... farre able to ouer 

matche nomber for nomber the spyrytualtye of any nacyon 

crysten', there were simply too many of them. (66) The emphasis 

on the secular clergy is typical. More deliberately steered 

away from discussing decay among the religious, yet he 

obviously held certain orders in high esteem. The bulk of 

religious he perhaps wisely declined to treat in his defence of 

the clergy. Occasionally he cited examples showing the depths 

of depravity to which even the most laudable regulars (e. g. the 

Carthusians and the Franciscan Observants) could sink, but in 

general he refrained from mention of regulars as such. He seems 

particularly to have disliked the friars, however, for they 

63 CW6,298/1-3. More's next image, of light and darkness, 
confirms that he had in mind Colet's Convocation sermon. See 
Lupton, Life of John Colet, 293-304 for the printed text of this 
sermon. 

64 CW6,298/12-14. 

65 CW8,766/18-19, CW6,296/6 

66 CW6/295/15-24. 
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continued to bear the brunt of his 'merry tales' illustrating 

clerical ignorance or degeneracy. In his Utopia More wrote that 

'sacerdotes hahent eximia sanctitate, eoque admodum paucos' 

(67), indicating that ideally there were few men who could live 

up to the demands of a religious vocation. His remedy was that 

'yf the bysshops wolde ones take vnto presthed better ley men 

and fewer (for of vs be they made) all the matter were more 

than halfe amended. '(68) More emphasized this point frequently 

in the course of his discussion. 

The fault was not only in the bishops, however. Ordinands 

commonly presented fictitious titles, most of which were 

supplied by religious houses, which "blinded" the ordinaries to 

the fact that many of these priests would end up unemployed. 

(69) Echoing Colet again, More claimed that new laws were not 

the answer. If the existing laws of the Church were more 

strictly kept (and the bishops would refrain from ignoring the 

practice of fictitious titles, of which they certainly were 

aware), the ranks of the clergy would cease to expand 

needlessly. (70) Whatever the case, changes governing the 

requirements of priests should come from responsible parties,,, 

not from 'such an heretyke as Luther / and Tyndall '. (71) 

67 CW4,226/19 

68 CW6,295/27ff, 302/30-34. 

69 See CW6,295-302 for the main discussion of this problem; 
Heath, The English Parish Clergy, 17. 

70 The suggestion that new laws were unnecessary--coming at 
a time when parliament was making such laws--need not be seen as 
an example of More's resistance to secular attempts to control 
the Church. When More objects to unwanted secular interference, 
as he does in his writings against Christopher St German, he is 
more specific. 

71 CW6,313/10-12. 
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THE PROBLEM OF HERESY 

More wrote to combat heresy. His activities as Lord 

Chancellor were continuously involved with the suppression of 

heretical works and the extermination of their authors and 

adherents. Heresy was closely linked to sedition and disunity 

in More's mind and consequently posed a threat to all 

established authority. The Church and secular society must 

together eradicate this menace to the souls of Christians and 

the peace of the realm. More summoned the secular powers to aid 

in repressing heresy with the analogy that as princes do not 

permit their realm to be invaded by infidels, they are as 

deeply bound to ensure their realm is free from heretics. And 

because of the obstinacy of heretical pride, gentle handling 

does not suffice. More declined to treat the matter-of direct 

clerical involvement in capital cases but he clearly believed 

that the spirituality had a duty to perform in delivering 

heretics over to the secular arm for execution. More himself 

was responsible for Chancery writ of significavit which sent 

Thomas Hitton to the stake. (72) 

More's view of heresy was simple. Having been aroused by 

pride, heretics placed more faith in their own ability to 

perceive true Christian doctrine than in the Church's, to which 

alone Christ had vouchsafed his constant guidance. Evil living 

among Christians could not be imputed to Christian doctrine, 

which stood as a witness against it, but to man's infirmity. 

(73) On the other hand, the living of the heretics, of whom 

Luther and his wife were chief examples, was tied directly to 

72 CW6,415/31-416/lOff; see also CW6,411/5ff; for Thomas 
Hitton's signif icavit, see PRO C85/25/23. 

73 CW6,373/13-15. For pride as the source of heresy, see 
CW6,423/4-5. 
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their evil doctrine. More wrote ' But as for the doctryne of 

thys,. unhappy secte and the lyuynge also of the begynners of the 

same ys suche / as euery wyse man well perceyueth / dothe teche 

and gyue occasyon of theyr euyll dedys. '(74) The chief fault in 

the heretics' teaching was their emphasis on man's supposed 

lack of free will, which allowed (or so More felt) heretics to 

see God as the author of their deeds and as the party 

ultimately responsible for their actions. It would be easy, 

More felt, for men to live as heretics, giving free reign to 

all their desires and rejecting the need for discipline whether 

self imposed or otherwise. 

There is a seeming inconsistency in More's thought at this 

point. He denied that faults among the clergy could be 

attributed to their doctrine (which the reformers claimed), yet 

he blamed misconduct among the heretics on their erroneous 

views, adducing Matt. 7: 16,20 'ye shall knowe the tree by the 

frute'. (75) The inconsistency is masked by More's qualification 

that clerical misconduct was not sanctioned by Christian 

doctrine and so ran counter to what the clergy themselves 

professed to believe. The reformers, on the other hand, openly 

taught such abominations as clerical marriage, denial of 

purgatory, the unfree-will and the uselessness of works and 

adjusted their behaviour accordingly. 

When More wrote the Dialogue, he indicated that 

persecutors of heretics had at times been overzealous, perhaps 

due to an 'ouer feruent mynde or vndyscrete zele / or percas an 

angry and a cruell harte / by whyche they may offende god in 

74 CW6,373/15-18. More claims that when the 'chyefe captayns 
be suche / we shall not nede to dowte of what sort we shall reken 
the remanaunt. ' CW8,12/23-24. 

75 CW6,372/19-20. 
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the seife same dede / wher^f they sholde ellys greately 

meryt. '(76) Yet in his later Confutation, he lamented the lack 

of episcopal vigilance: it was not, contrary to what Tyndale 

had said, 'ye slaknesse of fedyng [that] hath caused so many to 

be burned: I wyll not saye naye but that yt myght haue ben 

better with some, if there had ben vsed more dilygence in 

preachyng. But as for many such as haue ben burned / all the 

prechyng in the world wold not haue holpen theyr obstynacy. But 

sure yf ye prelates had taken as good hede in tyme as they 

sholde haue done: there sholde peraduenture at length fewer 

haue ben burned therby. ' (77) In other words, had the bishops 

paid more attention to the care of their flocks, fewer would 

have wandered astray. But in More's mind, this could only apply 

to those without a deep-seated will to refuse episcopal or 

ecclesiastical guidance. 

It should be noted that few non-heretical clergymen appear 

in these works by name. The exceptions are commonly Fisher, 

Warham, Tunstal and Colet, with very infrequent mentions of 

such exemplary if obscure priests as the Observant Donald 

Gilbert, a Scottish friar whom More heard speak in his youth 

and whom he reckoned to be a saint if ever there were any. (78) 

In writing for a broad audience, More could hope that many of 

his readers would have heard of these men, and could count it 

76 CW6,410/9-12. 

77 CW8,320/26-321/2. It is difficult to reconcile these two 
statements, unless More has in mind unspecified measures which 
could have been taken against nascent heretics. 

78 For the identification, see CW6,631. It may be this 
friar, a 'scotish divine' who is recorded as having spoken at 
Paul's on the invitation of John Colet in early 1508; see 
Memorials of King Henry the Seventh, ed J Gardiner, Rolls Series, 
1858,105-6. 
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as certain that those in London would be familiar with their 

reputations. There was an additional motive, perhaps, in 

keeping names out of the discussion--More tried to steer debate 

away from individuals and onto the issue of doctrine which 

transcended any and all officials of the Church. 
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The clerical litigants appearing before More in his 

judicial capacity as Lord Chancellor in the courts of star 

Chamber and Chancery ranged from the illustrious to the 

obscure. Their cases presented More with first hand evidence of 

the state of the 16th Century clergy and covered the full 

spectrum of the two courts' judicial competence. (1) 

During More's tenure of office, Chancery continued to hear 

(as it had under Wolsey) far more cases than did Star Chamber. 

The records indicate that perhaps 400 suits were filed in Star 

Chamber under More, only 167 of which can be dated with 

certainty to his period of office, (2) while approximately 2,356 

cases were filed in Chancery during the same period. This 

difference was due largely to the fact that Chancery was where 

property disputes were properly argued, although property 

cases were brought before Star Chamber under various pretexts 

1 For the general history of the court of Star Chamber see 
J. A. Guy, The Cardinal's Court; The Public Career of Sir Thomas 
More, chapters 2-5; The Court of Star Chamber and its Records to 
the Reign of Elizabeth I; G. R. Elton, The Tudor Constitution, 
163-187, The Tudor Revolution in Government; A. F. Pollard, " 
Council, Star Chamber, and Privy Council under the Tudors", EHR 
37 (1922) 337-358 and 516-539, and 38 (1923), 42-60; I. S. 
Leadham, ed., Select Cases before the King's Council in the Star 
Chamber commonly called the Court of Star Chamber A. D. 1477-1509, 
Selden Society, 1903 and Select Cases before the King's Council 
in the Star Chamber commonly called the Court of Star Chamber 
A. D. 1509-1544, Selden Society, 1911; William Hudson, A treatise 
on the Court of Star Chamber, ed. Francis Hargrave in Collectanea 
juridica, v. II, 1792, pp. 1-239. The list of Star Chamber cases 
for More's time is Lists and Indexes, 13, v. 1,1963 . For the 
history of Chancery see Guy, Public Career of Sir Thomas More, 
Christopher St. German on Chancery and Statute, Selden Society 
Supplementary Series #6,1985; F. W. Maitland, Constitutional 
History of England; W. S. Holdsworth, A History of English Law, 
16 vols., London, 1923-1966, vol. IV, 277ff; G. R. Elton, The 
Tudor Constitution; G. Spence, The Equitable Jurisdiction of the 
Court of Chancery, 2 vols., 1846; Christopher St. German, Doctor 
and Student, ed., -Plucknett & Barton, Selden Society (1974), 
passim; J. H. Baker, Spelman's Reports, Selden Society, 93 and 94 
(1976 and 1977), passim. 

2 The list of 167 cases is appended to Guy's Public Career, 
204-5. 
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(some 43% according to Guy's calculations). More's 

chancellorship saw a growth in Chancery litigation partially 

because he did not favor the ad hoc commissions in vogue under 

Wolsey and partially because of the nature of the times--men 

were becoming more and more- adept at legal manoeuvers and more 

and more willing to use the court to settle their disputes. 

Although the number of suits in Chancery per annum 

increased under More, and the same may be true of Star Chamber, 

the scope of the chancellor's work in those courts did not 

change significantly. (3) Whereas Wolsey had been responsible 

for directing potential litigants to -his form of justice 

administered through his various courts, More's work claimed no 

new areas of jurisdiction. Due to the large number of cases 

heard in Chancery, More was not personally involved in every 

r 

3 Dr. Guy's sample of 167 suits in Star Chamber during 
More's time reveals a similiar composition to those cases brought 
before Wolsey. Guy, Public Career, 51. But in contrast to 
Wolsey's management of the court, "More's Star Chamber did not 
take decisions or counsel the king; it was reduced to the status 
of a law court, as was obvious to everyone. " See Guy & Fox, 
Reassessing the Henrician Age: Humanism, Politics and Reform 
1500-1550, Oxford, 1986,138. The councillors serving with More in( 

- Star Chamber have not yet been identified, other than Stephen 
Gardiner (STAC 2/17/405, part 2; this document was identified by 
Dr. Guy, to whom I owe this information, but had been removed 
before I could inspect it. ) Not all of More's work in the 
conciliar courts was strictly private litigation. He was 
responsible for Hitton's significavit in Chancery (C 85/25/23) as 
well as the Star Chamber investigation into Bilney's execution. 
Although Dr. Guy has written that More initiated this 
investigation ex officio in violation of Star Chamber procedure, 
this interpretation has recently been challenged, claiming that 
More acted on a bill (now lost) presented by Dr. Pelles. See Guy, 
Public Career, 167-71 and D. MacCulloch, Suffolk and the Tudors: 
Politics and Religion in an English County 1500-1600, Oxford, 
1986,154. Both accounts depend upon the same passage in Foxe 
Acts and Monuments. While Dr. Guy's explanation requires one to 
believe that More stretched the rules of Star Chamber procedure 
in order to come to the aid of the beleagured Church, it is not 
incompatible with either More's office or his personality. 
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case. (4) Despite this, it is Dr. Guy's opinion that no case was 

decided there in More's absence. The same may be said for cases 

in Star Chamber. it is important for the purposes of the 

following analysis of More's clerical litigation to assume More 

knew and understood the cases even if the court's action in any 

particular case remains unknown and hence More's direct 

involvement in them remains conjectural. 

In the overwhelming majority of cases in both courts, only 

the original bills survive. Due to this deficiency, it will be 

impossible to establish whether More treated his clerical 

litigants any differently than he did lay suitors. This is all 

the more frustrating given More's stated belief that men in 

orders were bound to a higher standard than were laymen. (5) 

What can be shown is the range of complaints by and against 

clergymen brought before More in his judicial capacity which 

must have influenced More's overall perception of the English 

clergy. 

In examining More's role as a judge of the clergy, it will 

become clear that his jurisdiction was overlapped in many areas 

by that of the ecclesiastical as well as the common law courts. 

4 Of the 2,356 known Chancery cases for More's time, Dr. Guy 
estimates that More could have been involved in perhaps 1000; 
Guy, Public Career, 66. For the growth in Chancery litigation, 
see Guy, op. cit., 50-51. Blatcher has shown that although common 
law courts lost litigants to Chancery under both Morton (1487- 
1500) and Wolsey, this trend was reversed under More. Unlike 
Wolsey, More was not in the business of attracting litigation 
(which meant siphoning off some of the common law cases in 
addition to encouraging suits which otherwise might not have come 
to court at all. ) See Blatcher, The Court of King's Bench, 
London, 1978,167-171. 

5 CW6,295/30-31. More was not alone in thinking that 
priests who transgressed the law were more culpable than laymen. 
In Starkey's Dialogue, Pole asserted that priests who 
transgressed the law deserved greater punishment than laymen; 
England in the Reign of King Henry the Eigkth: Part I, Starkey's 
Life and Letters, ed. S. J. Herrtage, EETS, 1878,139. 
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In many matters, litigants resorted to legal fictions to avoid 

litigating in a common law or ecclesiastical court in order to 

bring suit in Chancery or Star Chamber--overlapping spheres of 

jurisdiction gave litigants a choice of courts. In matters of 

debt, tithe, and defamation, there were several courts open to 

plaintiffs. Tithe jurisdiction alone involved competing claims 

from Canon law, provincial legislation, common law, and statute 

law. (6) In the early to mid-sixteenth Century, awards in tithe 

cases were overwhelmingly in favor of plaintiffs in Church 

courts. Whether this is true for More' s equity courts is 

unknown in the absence of complete records. It seems fairly 

well established that by the decade immediately preceding the 

Henrician Reformation, litigants were moving away from 

ecclesiastical courts in those areas of litigation in which 

secular courts were establishing competence. This was 

especially true for debt claims which had previously been heard 

in Church courts. (7) 

6 Houlbrooke, Church Courts and the People, 120,137-142; 
see also Baker, Spelman's Reports, v. 1,158 where guictlines are 
advanced which specify the formula a plaintiff must use to bring 
certain tithe cases before common law courts: "It was said that 
the plaintiff must say that the prior was seised of all the tithe 
for a portion, and not that he had a portion of the tithes, for 
by [the latter] he canot have all the tithes but only a portion. " 
The crucial point here is that there was a difference at law 
between a claim involving the entire tithe and one against a 
portion (i. e. a severed tithe. ) See also Norma Adams, " The 
Judicial Conflict over Tithes", EHR, 102 (1937), 1-22. See 
Wunderli, London Church Courts and Society, chap. 9, and R. 
Hemholz, " Debt Claims and Probate Jurisdiction in Historical 
Perspective", American Journal of Legal History, 23 (1979), 78; 
D. Guth, "The Age of Debt, the Reformation, and English Law" in 
Tudor Rule and Revolution: Essays for G. R. Elton, ed. Guth and 
McKenna, Cambridge, 1982,79-80. 

7 Houlbrooke, Church Courts and the People, 140-141; 
Wunderli, London Church Courts and Society, chapter 9 and R 
Helmholz, 'Debt Claims and Probate Jurisdiction in Historical 
Perspective' American Journal of Legal History, 23 (1979), 68-82, 
78; D Guth, 'The Age of Debt, the Reformation, and English Law' 
in Tudor Rule and Revolution: Essays for GR Elton, eds. Guth and 
McKenna, Cambridge, 1982,79-80. 
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The clergy were involved in roughly 25% of More's known 

Star Chamber cases. An analysis of clerical cases before Wolsey 

in Star Chamber reveals a figure very close to that for More's 

Star Chamber for clerical litigants although the breakdown of 

plaintiffs and defendants is somewhat different. My analysis of 

the 167 Star Chamber cases known to have come during More's 

period yields the following breakdown: 7.8% clerical 

plaintiffs, 12.8% clerical defendants, and 4.1% in which the 

clergy were both plaintiffs and defendants. Using the same 167 

known cases, the breakdown of the matter at issue reveals the 

following frequency list: 18 cases involved violence or 

forcible entry, 11 involved property, 6 involved tithes 

although many of these cases are run-ons stemming from one 

initial suit, 5 involving contested livings, 1 involving breach 

of injunction, 1 involving debt, and 5 miscellaneous. (8) 

The majority of cases in Star Chamber alleged riot or 

violence and the most serious case involving the clergy during 

More's tenure of the chancellorship was the alleged attempt on 

Bishop Stokesley's life following a riotous assembly of priests 

and laymen in August, 1531. (9) Earlier that year the clergy had 

purchased their pardon for complicity in Wolsey's praemunire 

offences by pledging the astonishing sum of £100,000, of which 

the first installment of £20,000 was due on the feast of the 

Annunciation, 1532. In order to assess the amount due from 

each of his dioces an clergy, Bishop Stokesley had given 

monition to various curates and stipendary priests to meet with 

him on 26 September, 1531. It is perhaps a measure of the 

8 Dr. Guy has found the figures for Wolsey's clerical 
litigants to be as follows: 17.4% clerical plaintiffs, 9.4% 
clerical defendants; Guy, Cardinal's Court, 109. 

9 STAC 2/2/171-173. 
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poverty of the clergy that after years of depredation at the 

hands of Wolsey and the king, the bishop of London was 

attempting to squeeze money from even the poorest of the 

unbenef iced. It was the threat of financial ruin which set the 

stage for the alleged riot. 

Instead of waiting for the date on which they were to meet 

with their bishop, various clergy (named and unnamed in the 

bill of complaint) assembled unlawfully at the Grey Friars to 

devise a means whereby they might 'bring their said unlawefull 

and uncharytable and devyllyssh purpose to effect'. This 

purpose was, according to attorney general Christopher Hales, 

to 'murder and slei the said bysshopp and by that meane and 

suche and other conveyaunces as the said ryottors had Imagyned 

and devysed clerely entended to... auoyd the payment of the said 

Subsidye. ' In addition to these priests, there were various 

armed laymen whcýontributed to the alleged assault. 

At the heart of the matter lay Stokesley's attempt to 

assess stipendary priests and other low income clergy. None of 

the clergy named in the bill can be identified as having a 

living within the diocese and as will be seen, several had been 

actually prohibited from serving a cure. According to Hall, 

whose information is corroborated by the original bill and 

answers, the bishop was told by one curate during the incident, 

'My Lord, twentye nobles a yere is but a bare liuynge for a 

priest, for nowe victayle and euery thynge in maner is so 

deare, that pouertie in maner enforceth vs to saye naye: besyde 

that, my Lord, 
_ 

we neuer offended in the Praemunire, for we 

medeled neuer with the Cardinals faculties, let the Bysshoppes 

and Abbottes whych haue offended paye. t(10) After this 

10 Hall's Chronicle, ed. Sr H Ellis, London, 1809,783-4 
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exchange, tempers grew heated and someone apparently struck one 

of the bishop's officers. After Stokesley had somehow pacified 

the mob (which could not have numbered 600 despite Hall's 

claim--although there were at least 28 and most likely more), 

they departed, thinking they had the bishop's blessing. 

Shortly after this incident, on Monday 11 September, 7 

aldermen and the recorder of London wrote to Stokesley offering 

their help and assistance 'in eny thyng concernyng the 

Rebellyoun <late> made by the prestes agenst his 

lordeship. '(11) The bishop may or may not have accepted this 

offer, but in any case a jury was empar. 1ed to inquire into 

the riot which fell within the jurisdiction of the mayor's 

court. The mayor and other 'justicys of the kynges peace in the 

yeld hall w[ith]in the cite of london and there by the deu 

order of the kynges lawz impanellyd and swar xii substancyall 

p[er]sons to enquyre yf eney Ryout and other mysdemeanors was 

don. ' (12) Apparently, according to one of the defendants, no 

riot was discovered but this may be only to say that the 

inquiry was dissolved once the attorney general decided to 

press the suit in Star Chamber. In the Star Chamber suit, the 

bishop is not the plaintiff--the suit is brought on behalf of 

the king by his attorney general in the rare form of an 

official prosecution. 

In any event, More's verdict is not known other than from 

Hall's evidence, but there is little reason to doubt his 

account. Some of the priests were sent to the Tower and some to 

11 Corporation of London Record Office, MS London Repertory 
8, f. 178r. 

12 STAC 2/2/172 
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the Fleet, 'where they remayned long after. '(13) The case is 

interesting because it illuminates the understandable hostility 

of the unbeneficed poorer clergy not only to the forced subsidy 

but to the higher clergy's connections with the power which 

emanated from and was personified by the late cardinal--power 

they never wielded. What is not disclosed from the court's 

records is that a few of the clerics and at least one of the 

other defendants named in the bill had a score to settle with 

the bishop by August, 1531. In December of the previous year, 

shortly after his return from the Continent where he had been 

soliciting support for the divorce, Stokesley submitted many of 

his diocesan clergy to an examination. Among those dismissed 

for incompetence were two priests named in the Star Chamber 

bill. Another priest named in the bill had been hauled before 

the bishop's court in 1529 for striking and wounding his 

mother, for which offence he spent time in the Lollard's tower 

and was forbidden to live with a3 mile radius of London. The 

layman who may be seen as having an animus against the bishop 

was Roger Whaplode, Richard Hunne's son-in-law. (14) 

Another riot case More heard involved Arthur Newton, 

esquire and Thomas Bottefeld, vicar of Ness. (15) Bottefeld 

claimed that Newton broke into the church of Ness and with 

13 Hall' Chronicle, 784. 

14 The two priests dismissed as incompetent were Thomas 
Kyrkham and Henry Cocks. Kyrkham was also accused of sleeping 
with a parishioner's wife. See GLC MS DL/C/330, f. 265r; Heath, 
English Parish Clergy, 73-74; Brigden 'The Early Reformation in 
London', 44,72,77. The priest who struck his mother, William 
Stodart, had been dismissed from New College " quia non habuit 
animum amplius studendi. " See Emden 1501,542, and McLaren, ' An 
Edition of "Foxford", a Vicar-general's Book of the Diocese of 
London' (unpublished M Phil thesis, London, 1973) entries 78 and 
84 (pp25-26). For Whaplode, see LPIII, 3062(4). 

15 STAC 2/5/130-134. For Bottefeld, see Emden, 1501,62: 
Bottefeld was B. A. in 1524, and priest by July of that same year. 
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others committed violence which polluted the church. Although 

the vicar claimed he was attacked with daggers during Mass, 

only one of the several witnesses confirmed that a dagger was 

drawn. All witnesses agree that blood had been shed in the 

church, causing it to be suspended. What More personally felt 

about this crime can be deduced from his statement that among 

those particularly heinous crimes was committing sacrilege in a 

church. (16) More commissioned James Penton and Sir Richard 

Herbert, kt., to administer interrogatories and receive 

depositions in the case and, if they could, to make peace 

between the litigants. This last charge they failed to do, and 

both parties were bound by injunction to keep their appearance 

in Star Chamber. The case also involved a breach of 

restitution which had been given to Newton forcing him to 

restore possession of the church to Bottefeld. (17) Later 

evidence indicates that Bottefeld was in possession of the 

church in 1535, so the Star Chamber decision must have upheld 

his claim. (18) 

More also presided over a complicated wrangle concerning 

tithes which came to Star Chamber under the fiction of alleged 

riot. A quick reading of the evidence confirms that the issue 

at contest was in fact the possession of tithes connected with 

a vicarage. (19) Peter Brereton, clerk, sued, in independent 

16 CW9,117/16ff. 

17 The writ of restitution had been issued in 19 Henry VIII 
but this Star Chamber case does not take place until three years 
later. In such a longstanding feud, it is not surprising that the 
commissioners were unable to make peace between the parties. 

18 VE, III, 185. 

19 There are several connected suits. For Brereton as 
plaintiff, see STAC 2/6/294 (remainder in 2/24/359); 2/20/76 and 
80; for Brereton as defendant, see 2/24/223; 2/18/242 (remainder 
in 2/26/443); 2/25/8 (remainder in 2/34/2); 2/17/380. For the 
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cases, the abbot of Shrewsbury over title to his vicarage and 

one Randall Ireland over collection of tithes in the same 

church. Brereton was in turn sued by Meredith (the abbot of 

Shrewsbury's farmer), and twice by the abbot himself. These 

cases present almost no firm footing, for the litigants agree 

on practically nothing. Brereton claimed that the tithes of 

Oswestry belong to the vicarage (2/24/223) and that an earlier 

abbot had illegally intruded himself into the church at 

Oswestry in 41 Edward III because he was corrupted with simony. 

(20) In the more recent past, the abbot had put the tithe 

question before the official of Canterbury claiming possession 

"time out of mind" (2/20/76). The abbot also claimed the 

Brereton's occupation of the church was unlawful because of a 

collation made previously by the bishop of St. Asaph. 

Apparently, all action in the spiritual courts had been 

interrupted by a writ of prohibition (2/20/76 in the abbot's 

rejoinder). 

In short, Brereton sued for tithes and title by alleging 

riot against the agents sent to collect certain tithes (mainly 

spiritualities and alms, from the evidence in Brereton's 

complaint). He was sued, in turn, for assaults and frays and 

for taking tithes. It is only when Brereton and the abbot are 

contested tithe to the vicarage of Oswestry, see Staffordshire 
Record Series, 4th Series, v. VII (1973), pp. xxii, 96. For 
Brereton, see Emden, 1501,68--noting that the date of his 
possession of Oswestry is in error. Brereton was not shy of the 
courts. In 1539, he sued Richard Walker, dean of St. John's, 
Chester, in the Court of Requests over money offered to the image 
of St. Mary (whose altar he was warden of) in that church. See 
REQ 1/1/96; Staffordshire Record Society 4th Series, v. VII, 54 
for his presentation to the Chester collegiate church; and D. 
Jones, The Church in Chester, 1300-1540, Chetham Society 3rd 
Series, v. VII (1957), 166. 

20 For later claims of negligence and corruption against the 
abbot, Thomas Butler, involved in the Brereton suit, see LP, X, 165. 
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finally at suit between themselves (2/20/76) that the real 

issue emerged. 

The abbot admitted that his predecessor had lawfully 

presented Brereton to Oswestry but that Brereton had complained 

that his presentation was void, instead claiming possession of 

the church by virtue of a collation by the bishop of St. Asaph. 

Brereton had based his claim of collation on an inquisition in 

the time of Edward III which had established that the abbots of 

Shrewsbury had illegally intruded themselves 'with secular 

power' into the church. An earlier decree forcing Brereton to 

cease his case against Shrewsbury (2/17/380 resulting from 

2/18/242 and 2/26/443) was still under review. 

It is not known what action More took in this matter of 

contested title. It would have been easy enough for him to 

inquire of the bishop of St. Asaph whether his collation of 

Brereton was in fact lawful. Thomas Butler, the abbot of 

Shrewsbury, was also available for More to consult as he was 

present in the parliament then sitting. (21) 

Other cases (both in Star Chamber and in Chancery) 

concerning contested livings emerged as a result of the 1529 

statute dealing with pluralism. One complainant tried to 

regain his benefice from a lessee because he was 'compelled by 

the neu act of parlyament uppon a great pennaltye to kepe 

resydens uppon his said benefice' and found that his patron, 

the local lord, would not permit him to enter, even using 

threatening words to prevent his reception in the town. (22) In 

this case, the plaintiff, one Robinson, sought remedy in Star 

Chamber, but again the outcome can only be surmised. In the 

21 See Lehmberg, Reformation Parliament, 41,257. 

22 STAC 2/17/251 and 257. 
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records compiled for the 1526 subsidy in the diocese, there is 

a marginal note opposite the benefice reading 'Remember this 

benefice for Master John Webbe. ' In the Valor Ecclesiasticus, 

Webbe is recorded as the incumbent. It-therefore seems likely 

that Robinson himself was either deprived by 1535 or else was 

himself only a renter at the time of the suit. (23) 

More was also petitioned in Star Chamber to adjudicate in 

matters involving delinquent curates. The churchwardens of 

Nether Church in Haverhill complained in a bill addressed to 

More that one Simon Taillour, vicar of the church, was ill- 

behaved, contrary to 'bothe the kings lawes and also the good 

ordineunces and constitucyons of holye churche'. (24) The 

articles alleged against Taillour were an assortment of charges 

illustrating the depths of his negligence--he said neither 

matins nor mass on the last Easter Sunday, nor on Relic Sunday, 

nor on St. Edmund's Day, he failed to shrive the people at 

Lent, he failed to hallow the graves and to perform 'serymonyes 

on theym as ys used throughe the churche of England', and he 

refused to bury a body until he had been promised a mortuary in 

defiance of the recent law, of which law he is said to have 

exclaimed that the king had made it 'without the concent of hys 

clerge'. In addition, the churchwardens detailed various 

accusations against Taillour's past, claiming he had been run 

out of other churches because of his incontinence and that he 

had been indicted on suspicion of murder because of his 

23 See Subsidy 1526,140; VE, IV, 293; J&J Venn, Alumni 
Cantabrigiensis, (cited hereafter as Venn) 4 vols., Cambridge, 
1922, I, v. III, 473; See similar suits in Chancery, C1/610/26 and 
C1/645/13. The parliamentary statute in question also carried 
with it the prescription that cases of clerical absenteeism were 
to be tried in lay courts. See Heath, English Parish Clergy, 49ff. 

24 STAC 2/31/61. 
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inability to account for a child with whom he had been 

entrusted. 

Against this litany of woes, none of which seems 

sufficient to warrant a Star Chamber case instead of the more 

normal procedures available in the spiritual courts, Taillour 

denied all but a few of the charges. He asserted that he was 

an honest priest and had an honest priest as his assistant. As 

for the charge that he failed to say Mass on Relic Sunday, he 

said that his proctor had failed to appear for him to answer a 

citation pursued by one John Wote before the bishop of Norwich, 

for which lapse Taillour had been excommunicated but that Mass 

had been said nevertheless. His other absences were explained 

by the fact that he was before the bishop complaining of rough 

treatment he had received earlier in his church. In. the matter 

of hallowing the graves, Taillour pleaded that 'Yt hath not ben 

in Any place where as he hathe ben the use to hallow the graves 

or to doo any other ceremonyes then dyryge and masse wherefore 

he knew not whether yt was the use there or not wherefore he 

dyd not hallowe the seid graves. ' He denied all other charges. 

Again, it is not known what action the court took. The 

churchwardens were not exactly suing for non-residence and it 

is difficult to see just what they expected More to do if their 

charges proved true. There is no question but that this case 

was manifestly one for the spiritual courts, and perhaps 

therein lies the clue to its presence in Star Chamber. 

Taillour claimed to have been sued as well as suing in the 

bishop's court and perhaps the churchwardens tried to increase 

the pressure on their priest by bringing a case against him in 

the only secular court they could. 

Wolsey's fall attracted at least one case to Star Chamber 
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under More. Christopher Burgh [Borough], parson of 

Spennithorne, Yorkshire, claimed that Thomas Cromwell, 'late 

servant unto Thomas lorde Cardynall archbishop of York by 

ffeyned and colorabyl meanes wrongfully compelled and enforced 

your seid subjett to delyver unto hym the xvi day of may the xx 

yere of your most noble reign... E20.1 Burgh alleged that 

Cromwell did this without cause, 'but only of extort power. ' 

(25) The case was endorsed 'Pascha 22 Henry VIII' but the 

alleged extortion had occurred two years earlier while Wolsey 

was still in power. It is almost certain that Burgh's case was 

a try-on, aimed at taking advantage of Cromwell's vulnerability 

following his patron's demise. What seems to have happened was 

that Wolsey, through Cromwell, had forced Burgh to pay the E20 

he owed for the first fruits of a parsonage. In a. letter to 

Wolsey dated 14 April 1527, Thomas Donyngton, one of Wolsey's 

chaplains, wrote, 'Sir Christopher Burgh, parson of 

Spennithorne, is attached to appear in Chancery for 201 he owed 

the late Mr. Dalby for the first fruits of the parsonage of 

Wathe. He is very obstinate against Wolsey and my master, as 

Cromwell can show. If he were treated as an example, the quiet 

of Richmondshire would be improved. ' (26) Apparently Burgh's 

suit in Star Chamber proved futile, for once again, in 1530, 

Burgh tried to get money from Cromwell in a commercial suit but 

was enjoined to let matters lie until the next parliament. (27) 

Another case arose following Wolsey's fall perhaps trying 

to take advantage of the change in chancellors. Although it 

had been decided under Wolsey, the decision was challenged 

25 STAC 2/17/107-8. For Burgh, see Emden, 1500,222. 

26 LPIV, 3043. 

27 Ellesmere MS 2652 f. 2v 



181 

under More. (28) During Wolsey's time, one Robert Bukenham was 

given quiet possession of a chantry in St Clement's, Cambridge 

against a rigged election held by Dr Robert Cliff which had 

resulted in a contested claim to possession by Robert 

Chatterton. Despite the award to Bukenham, the chantry remained 

unquiet, and Bukenham brought suit against Chatterton's illegal 

claim (2/8/73-5; 2/35/30. ) When Bukenham died in November, 

1529, Chatterton entered the chantry illegally, assuming no 

opposition. 

The case involved more than a simple chantry. At issue was 

the procedure by which Chatterton had been "elected". The bill 

under More claimed that Chatterton had been elected by an 

assembly of 'certain scolers of Clement Ostell... and other poor 

folkes, women, and vagabunds which accordyng to the lawe and 

the first founders mynde ought to have non interest in the same 

election. ' (29) The parish would elect Chatterton just to keep 

the peace if he would renounce the illegal election but this he 

refused to do. Therefore, upon the death of the rightful 

possessor, and despite Chatterton's claim, the churchwardens 

and the majority of the parishioners, perceiving that the 

hostel was attempting to 'translate in conclusion the saide 

election frome the fre disposition of the said parisheners and 

to brynge it to the scolers of the ostell', held their own 

election and presented one John Lante to the chantry. Lante's 

bill to More pointed out that since the town had no corporation 

to conceive an action and that since the chantry was a temporal 

possession --'having non Institution nor induction ordinary'-- 

he had no remedy at common law and hence his appeal to Star 

28 STAC 2/7/17-19; Wolsey's decree was dated 20 June, 1529. 

29 STAC 2/30/56 
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Chamber. It is not known what action More took, but since the 

case had been virtually the same in Wolsey's day and his 

decision had gone against the illegal election, it is not too 

much to presume More would have upheld Lante's claim. (30) 

As illustrated by the case of St Clement's chantry, the 

clergy were not beyond reproach in their legal contests among 

themselves. Even enforcement of the court's judgements seems to 

have been a problem even when dealing with clerical litigants. 

Several cases in Star Chamber complain of breach of injunction, 

and More was driven at times to invoke the ancient procedure of 

addressing writs of assistance to the local sheriffs. (31) 

In Chancery, where the clergy comprised roughTly 15% of 

the litigants, litigation usually centered on real property. 

This was true for clerical as well as non-clerical litigants, 

but there was a large number of clerical suits brought before 

More which dealt with other matters. Whereas unquiet title 

cases appeared in Star Chamber under the legal fiction of 

alleged riot or violence, in Chancery they were presented 

under alleged detention of deeds. (32) Clergy involved in 

30 Many of the priests named in the suits before Wolsey and 
More were high-ranking clergymen: Dr Cliff, a doctor of civil 
law, was a member of "Doctor's Commons" and an official of the 
diocese of Ely who had been excommunicated in 1528-9 for 
infringing on the priveleges of the University of Cambridge. He 
was compelled to submit and abjure before Wolsey; Venn, 
I, i, 355; LPIV, 4885; for Dr Aspes, see Venn, I, i, 49; for 
Chatterton, see Venn, I, i, 313 and Newcourt, Repertorium, I, 543; for 
Lante, see Venn, I, i, 47. 

31 See Marshall v Bussy, STAC 2/17/405,2/10/4 pt. 2, 
Ellesmere MS. 2652 f. 9v; and Payne v. Hunt, STAC 2/29/53,2/10/4 
pt. 2. Disobedience to Chancery decrees was also a problem in 
clerical cases. See e. g. C1/659/30-31. More was the first Lord 
Chancellor to prescribe that contempt committed in Chancery was 
punishable summarily in Star Chamber; Guy, Public Career, 91. 

32 E. g. c1/679/49, C1/674/11. C1/657/25, C1/636/24, 
C1/615/45. 
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litigation centering on land or chattels real would have been 

seen by More as legitimately exercising their rights to bring 

suit in secular courts. More's defense of the clergy' s right 

to own and manage land (as seen most clearly in his 

Supplication of Souls) (33) would ensure in property cases his 

attention would have been focused on the issues at hand and not 

upon whether the clergy ought properly to be entrusted with 

worldly possessions. Much land litigation was fairly routine 

but we have no way of identifying those clerical cases in which 

More was involved. (34) If the litigants were known personally 

to More, he may have heard the case himself--perhaps he did so 

in John Batmanson's suit, as he was prior of the London 

Carthusians. (35) 

Similarly, in cases involving claims of debt or tithe, 

More may not have personally involved himself in the litigation 

from the beginning unless he had an interest in one or both of 

the litigants. More's friend and fellow conservative Rowland 

Phillips was the defendant in a case involving the pension due 

to the parson of Croydon. (36) 

Croydon had been united to the abbey of St Salvator's and 

33 See also his Apology where More decries attempts to strip 
the clergy of their lands; CW9,84/15-25. See also CW9,113/28- 
31. 

34 This is true for almost the entire corpus of Chancery 
cases during More's time, not just of clerical land cases. 

35 C1/606/62, C4/9/33: More may have taken Batmanson's 
closing lines in his bill especially to heart despite the fact 
that they were formulaic and appeared in hundreds of other bills. 
Batmanson promises that the entire house of Carthusians "shall 
specially pray to god for the prosperous preservacion of your 
good lordshipp. " 

36 C1/614/34-36. And almost identical bill of complaint was 
filed in the Court of Requests, REQ 2/10/190. Dr Brigden sees 
Phillips as the zealous priest who wished to be sent to Utopia as 
its first bishop. See Brigden, 'The Early Reformation in London', 
33. The evidence for this is equivocal. 



184 

it was by virtue of this union that the abbot claimed his 

pension from Phillips, the vicar. According to the bill of 

complaint, the abbey was due a pension of 8 marks annually from 

the vicar, who was to have sworn an oath upon his induction 

that he would pay the same. The abbot, Robert Wharton [ or 

Parfew] alleged that Phillips detained the deeds and papers on 

which he grounded his refusal to pay. More was not able to 

sort out this case (which seems to have come to suit in 1530) 

and it was not until 1536 that Audley gave a decree. (37) The 

case records are incomplete but they do shed some light on the 

complexities of the litigation. 

Croydon's tithes were also in dispute. In a suit before 

More in Star Chamber, one Agnes Warre, widow, sued the abbot of 

St Salvator's and his farmer Thomas Heron. (38) The case was 
r "ý'C 

the result of years of unquiet title to the tithes of the 

Croydon parsonage. According to the testimony of the abbot and 

his farmer, Archbishop Warham had taken the tithes of Waddon 

manor away from the Croydon parsonage and given them to the 

present abbot of St Salvator's. The Warres, then farming the 

parsonage, failed to pay the rent due to the abbot who re- 

entered the parsonage and leased it to Heron in 16 Henry VIII. 

According to Heron, the Warres sued in 1525 before the king's 

Council in progress and were awarded an injunction against him 

to leave the contested tithes alone until title had been 

settled. Heron admitted that he had already re-entered once 

37 The Valor Ecclesiasticus notes the pension due to the 
abbey, so it is presumed that Phillips's non-payment was in 
error. But at the time of the case before More, Phillips had 
many other, greater troubles to worry about. VE, I, 101. 

38 STAC 2/17/160. This case includes 30 pieces of documents, 
revealing not only the thoroughness of Star Chamber's 
investigation but the maze through which More had to weave his 
way in establishing the proper response his court should make. 

... 
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for non-payment of rent (which had provoked the suit before the 

council in progress) but insisted that this re-entry had been 

upheld when Warre's claim later proved untenable. (39) Despite 

Heron's legal re-entry (which allegedly had been upheld by the 

King's Bench), the Warres kept the parsonage by force. Certain 

doubts were then raised as to the validity of the King's Bench 

decree, for it figured in the list of interrogatories 

administered to various witnesses once the case came to Star 

Chamber. In any event, the re-entry had been made while Agnes 

Warre's husband was alive and it stands to reason that since he 

had recently died, Heron decided to press his case. The abbot 

had definitely leased his newly acquired tithes to Heron, but 

whether he had the right to do so was unsure. It wasn't until 

Heron actually carried away some of the tithe corn that the 

alleged violence occurred, giving Warre the opportunity to 

bring her case to Star Chamber. It is not known what action the 

court took or whether in fact More was able to sort out the 

problem at all. The Warres were unquestionably once farmers of 

Croydon, and although the issue here seems to be whether or not 

their lease was terminated by the alleged non-payment of rent, 

it was much deeper: there seems to have been considerable doubt 

as to whether the tithes of Waddon belong to the parsonage of 

Croydon. Waddon was part of the abbey's ancient desmesne, but 

the manor was exempt from tithes to Croydon, and Croydon had 

been annexed to the abbey. Both Heron and the abbot claimed 

that the archbishop had removed the tithes from the parsonage- 

hence cancelling the exempt status? -and had given them to the 

the abbey. Rowland Phillips, the vicar, did not take part in 

this contest, although he did write to Wolsey in August, 1529 

39 STAC 2/17/160. 
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mentioning that it seemed contradictory to enjoin Heron not to 

meddle with the tithes of the parsonage while serving Warre 

with a subpoena to appear before the court in September. (40) 

Wolsey, of course, was unable to hear this case by the time it 

was scheduled. 

While much of the work in Chancery (and some Star Chamber 

cases such as the Croydon tithe case) remained routine if 

somewhat complicated, many sensitive matters were presented 

which touched the heart of the clerical estate. Both courts 

heard such matters (Star Chamber's most extreme example was the 

riot against Stokesley's assessment following the Pardon of the 

Clergy) but Chancery seems to have been given the more unusual 

suits. It is in these cases that the lack of evidence 

indicating More's decisions is most acutely felt. What did he 

make, for example, of the allegations of a mercer and sanctuary 

man who, 'hauing great trust and fidelity and special 

confidence' in William Mote, a curate of St. Margaret's 

Westminster (perhaps the sanctuary where the mercer had 

resided) had entrusted his goods (worth £140) to him only to 

find this trust betrayed? (41) And what did More, the pursuer 

of heretics, do in the case of one William Kygan, priest, who 

complained that he was being sued in the sheriff's court of 

London for defaming a man whom Kygan had called a heretic? (42) 

Kygan had been listening to a sermon at St Mary Spittle during 

Easter week when one John Goodale, 'being practysed in the 

comon Lawe', stood next to the pulpit with a New Testament in 

40 LPIV, 5890'. It was this case that More heard. 

41 C1/659/6; There is something odd about a man having £140 
worth of moveable goods yet seeking sanctuary for bankruptcy. 

42 C1/649/27. In his Apology, More noted how heretical talk 
was beginning to go unchecked; CW9,158/20-22. 
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his hand and openly declared that the preacher was lying. Kygan 

asked Goodale to be silent, at which exchange Goodale claimed 

Kygan had called him a heretic. The jury empanelled by the 

sheriff's court was, according to the priest, packed full of 

Goodale's friends from whom Kygan could not get a fair trial. 

Kygan asked More for a writ of certiorari. Although defamation 

and libel could be pursued in the spiritual courts, it is 

understandable why Goodale chose a secular court for his case. 

The request by Kygan of a writ of certiorari explains why a 

case of this sort went to More--only Chancery or Star Chamber 

could issue such writs stopping action in an inferior 

court. (43) It is quite likely that the New Testament in 

Goodale's hands was Tyndale's work. Goodale had been 

investigated by Bishop Tunstal in 1528 and had been a servant 

of the heretical parson of Honey Lane. In addition, he had 

been linked to known heretics (e. g. Garrett) as well as the 

distribution of Tyndale's banned translation. (44) This case 

must have arrested More's attention but no trace survives of 

his action. 

Many of the more interesting complaints hinge on broken 

contracts. An action against Thomas Mawlyn, prior of Castleacre 

was brought by the churchwardens and parishioners of Sutton 

alleging that the prior had failed to provide the costly and 

necessary vestments for the church in addition to allowing the 

43 See Spelman's Reports, II, 67,235-242, for defamation 
cases in the King's Bench. Kygan was not the only priest to ask 
More for such a writ. William Breme, prior of the White Friars in 
London had been convicted in the sheriff's court in a case 
involving an ejected tenant and petitioned More in a bill 
reviling the tenant and asking for a certiorari and subpoena; 
C1/611/31; see also C1/645/13 for another example. 

44 See LPIV, 4017,4073. Goodale was an MP in the Reformation Parliament 

and may have been closely connected with Cromwell. This was most likely a 

political testing of the court. See SJ Bindoff, ed. The House of Commons 

1509-15 ff, 3 il-s-, London'#, 
\982, 

'Vol. II, 228-230. 
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vestry and ornaments to fall into decay. (45) The only 

contractual obligation honored by the prior had been the annual 

replentshing of straw on the floor of the church. The church 

paid £5 yearly to Castleacre, and was apparently not receiving 

its due attention. (46) More's decision in this case of 

negligent regulars is not recorded. 

As in the case involving, the prior of Castleacre, most of 

the breaches of contract centered on money--either money paid 

without services rendered or services performed without the fee 

being honored. An example is the case of the Ashwell 

churchwardens who had engaged a priest, one John Rogers, to 

sing divine service for a fraternity and the parish, play the 

organ and teach school. Rogers was hired at £8 yearly and was 

toýbegin his duties at Christmas, 1529-30. He never showed up 

although it is uncertain if any money had already been paid. 

The churchwardens complain that in the absence of the priest, 

'the services of god is thereby decayed & minished... to the 

grete displeasur of almighty god.... ' (47) As in many other 

like cases, it is difficult to see why this came before More 

rather than the archdeacon. Another example is the case of 

Richard Balke, priest and late vicar of Dunham in 

Nottinghamshire. He had resigned his rather poor vicarage to 

Wolsey who, as had been arranged, gave it to one Nicholas 

Palfreman upon his "solemn oath" to pay Balke a pension. 

Interestingly, the pension was to be paid at an altar in 

Middlesex, more than a casual ride from the vicarage. Most 

likely, Balke had "retired" to Middlesex and was disinclined to 

45 C1/679/69-71 

46 VEIV, 88. 

47 C1/603/50 
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risk the journey to the vicarage in order to collect his 

pension. The distance too may have played a part in the 

alleged non-payment. (48) The pension went immediately into 

arrears. Again it is not known what action More took but he 

must have been more than a little ashamed to discover that one 

of these priests was not being truthful. Balke is still listed 

as the vicar of Dunham in 1535 so he may have received his 

living back following the default. It is a measure of the 

poverty of the lower clergy that they would risk an expensive 

and often lengthy lawsuit over a very slim benefice--Dunham was 

worth less than £5 yearly. (49) 

Chancery was also the venue for some non-routine tithe and 

salary disputes. Often detention of deeds was alleged in order 

to bring the suit under Chancery's control. In the case of two 

chantry priests in Christchurch, Canterbury, detention of deeds 

was alleged when the real issue was clearly a salary in 

arrears. The priests sued the prior, and More would probably 

have been involved in the case himself as the prior had given 

both More and his wife a share in the prayers of the community 

in April, 1530. (50) Again, his decision is not known. In 

another case of detention of deeds, one John Symson, priest, 

sued John Jermy, claiming that he had failed to pay tithes to 

the value of £9. (51) Symson sued Jermy in the spiritual courts 

and was at point to have sentence against him when Jermy 

promised to pay if the suit was dropped. Symson dropped the 

.... C 1. g,.. (0-" 1.., c&'-A 
Cl/610/23. 

[ ý.,. - tý-duý ' lo .. tsý (`w. aýuý'' ̂ ,,. ý l. ý.. ý G"ý- . c:. -o. 48 

49 VE V, 199. 

50 C1/615/30. The case is discussed in H. Herbruggen, Sir 
Thomas More, Neue Briefe, 84-91, and " Ein unbekannter Briefe an 
St. Thomas More", Moreana, 15 (1967), 243-246. 

51 C1/679/49-51. 
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suit, and Jermy refused to pay. Symson's bill to Chancery 

alleged that deeds were kept, but this is clearly a fiction--no 

further mention of the detained deeds is found once the suit is 

heard in court. Instead, Symson's replication revealed another 

reason why he must appeal to Chancery: Jermy had 'grett myght, 

power, Riches & ffrendships and aliances'. Jermy indicated that 

the case rightly belonged to the spiritual courts in an effort 

to remove it from More's jurisdiction but there is no reason to 

suspect this was heeded. The case remains as an example of a 

clerical litigant using Chancery as an alternative to, if not a 

remedy for, the spiritual courts. 

In another case involving withheld tithes, a lay plaintiff 

sued his parish priest. (52) John Hakenby claimed that he had 

paid his tithes to Richard Smith who had nonetheless, 'of malis 

and fill will' sued him in the court of Arches in London in 22 

Henry VIII for tithes of wool, lambs, ducks etc. Hakenby 

alleged that he had been put 'in grete Jeopardie and ffere of 

his liff and lykly to susteyne more bodily hurt by occacion of 

the Richard Smyth', and was therefore appealing to More. 

Smith's answer asserted that Hakenby had encouraged others to 

withdraw their tithes and that the suit was yet pending in the 

Arches. He also claimed that Hakenby's father had withdrawn 

tithes of 'Silua sidua and yonge woode' but this dispute had 

been eventually settled by the mediation of friends who had 

convinced Hakenby senior to pay. Smith said he had withheld the 

rites of the Church from the elder Hakenby until the tithes had 

been paid. The refusal of a curate to perform the sacraments 

until debts owed him had been settled was common. In St. 

German's draft parliamentary bill of 1531 provision was made 

52 C1/642/45-49. 
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for this offense: 'No curate shall... deny host to his 

parishoners who are in his debt' and further 'yt is enacted 

that no Curate shall hereafter prohybite any of his parishyners 

of theyr howselyng for no dette spiritueall nor temporall nor 

for non other variaunce betwene the Curate hymselfe and hym 

that shulde be howsled... '(53) The interrogatories 

administered in the case included routine questions but More 

also wanted to know about the allegations against Smith made by 

Hakenby junior pertaining to the curate's claim of tithe of 

'vii grete trees' sold years earlier in 1526. Both the curate 

and his opponent agreed that the matter of the tithe on the 

trees had already been cleared up and it formed no part of the 

original bill of complaint against the curate. More also 

insisted on knowing the details of Smith's alleged w, ithholding 

of the sacraments from the Hakenbys, one of whom was sick in 

bed. Although More condemned laymen in his works for 

withdrawing their tithes from the Church, he would never 

tolerate a curate demanding forbidden tithes or withholding the 

rites of the Church from a dying man. The interrogatories 

administered in this case strongly suggest a judge keenly aware 

of clerical-lay tensions and their mutual responsibilities. 

(54) Information was also forthcoming pertaining to the 

curate's behaviour toward other parishioners including 

allegations of sacraments withheld over debt and a curious 

53 PRO SP 6/7, ff55-74. This important draft has finally 
been printed. See Guy, Christopher St. German on Chancery and 
Statute, 130. 

54 I. e., trees older than 20 years old were exempt from 
tithe according to statute since 1371. For the interrogatories 

see C1/642/48. More admitted in his Salem and Bizance that some 
priests still strive for forbidden tithes [e. g. silva cedua] but 

refuted as hyperbolic the allegation that such men are engaged in 

a confederacy. Workes, 1018-1019. 
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business involving a woman who gave birth in the vicarage. 

Again, we do not know what More made of this disharmony. All 

the evidence indicates a deplorable relationship existing 

between the parish and its minister. Smith seems to have been 

profoundly disliked by his parishioners and in turn seems to 

have wielded his spiritual authority as a weapon to ensure 

obedience. 

Why certain litigants were attracted to More's courts 

instead of their own diocesan courts is impossible to 

establish. Many of the types of cases More heard involving 

clerical litigants were also presented to the higher spiritual 

courts: instances of chantry priests failing to render services 

for which they had been contracted, instances of priests 

withdrawing sacraments or failing to perform their sacramental 

duties, and even instances of violence against priests were all 

matters heard in the higher spiritual courts of London 

diocese. (55) Perhaps the difference in remedies obtainable from 

the different courts holds some clue. Spiritual courts were 

able to sequester and redirect funds from contested church 

livings while secular courts such as More's would only have 

been able to fine or imprison. (56) Disobedience to 

ecclesiastical court rulings was also more widespread than was 

disobedience to the decrees of the conciliar courts. (57) The 

55 Cases similiar to these in More's courts were: 
C1/603/50; STAC 2/31/61 and C1/642/45-49; See McLaren, 

An Edition of "Foxford'Il, cxxxff, 76,87. 

56 See for example C1/679/69-71. A church court would have 
been able to redirect the necessary funds; See McLaren, 'An 
Edition of "Foxford", 22,137. 

57 See e. g. Stat. 27 Henry VIII, c. 20 which cites 
unparalleled contempt of court in tithe cases and gave ordinaries 
the right to ask justices of the peace to attach contumacious 
defendants; Houlbrooke, Church Courts and the People, 15. 
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various connections More had personally with many of the 

litigants have proven insufficient to explain any attraction 

his courts may have held, nor should we expect to find any such 

ready explanation in a man of Mores unquestioned discretion. The 

one instance of a litigant giving More something he would have 

considered valuable while the donor's case may have been 

pending is hardly incriminating--a share in the prayers of a 

religious community would not have been seen as corrupting. 

Other questions remain unanswered. Both courts under More 

received litigation involving England's highest clergy. Bishop 

Ghinucci sued his receiver general in Chancery and both Bishop 

Tunstal and Bishop Rawlyns appeared there as litigants as 

well. (58) Various highly placed regulars also brought suits 

into More's courts or were named there as defendants: the 

abbots of Tavistock, Buckfast, Dieulacres, Boxley, Waltham Holy 

Cross, St Mary's Graces London, and others appeared before 

More in his judicial capacity. (59) What did More feel about 

passing judgement on these prelates? How did the author of 

Utopia, where priests are completely immune from secular 

tribunals and there are no lawyers, view his role of judge of 

the clergy--a clergy he knew to be far from blameless? 

In his writings, More maintained an almost absolute 

silence concerning specific cases brought before him as Lord 

Chancellor, discussing in his works only those cases involving 

heresy. Yet when More does mention the problem of clerical 

litigation, which must have been an embarrassment to him at a 

58 For Ghinucci, see C1/686/55; for Tunstal, see C1/683/42; 
for Rawlyns, see C1/625/15. 

59 See, in the order above, STAC 2/29/157; STAC 2/23/282; 
STAC 2/17/7; C1/602/40; C1/664/25; C1/624/1. Henry More, the 

abbot of St Mary's Graces, also patronized More's parish priest 
John Larke. 
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time when he was taking 

between the clerical and 

generalizations. While his 

he maintains his silence i 

In short, he dissembles. 

In the light of his 

great pains to minimize the rift 

lay estates, he speaks only in broad 

discretion is not in question--for 

n lay cases as well--his accuracy is. 

exposure to a constant stream of 

clerical litigants from 1529-1532 and even before, it must be 

clear that More had first hand evidence regarding the entire 

clerical estate from the highest prelates to the poorest 

stipendary. More heard and investigated allegations of simony, 

incontinence, greed, violence, and even attempted murder among 

the clergy. He claimed never to have been slack in providing 

for the correction of proven offenders. (60) In 1519-1520 More 

pointed out in his 'Letter to a Monk' that some regulars he had 

heard of were guilty of murder and sacrilege. His earlier 

works are full of jibes at miscreant clergy, and his Utopia in 

particular paints a bleak portrait of comtemporary clerical 

virtue. These bold strokes must have been bitterly lamented 

later. During his polemical career as a writer, More decidedly 

downplayed any criminal or culpable acts done by the clergy and 

offered instead a somewhat bland and inoffensive catalogue of 

the type of lawsuits the clergy were known to have been engaged 

in. It must be said that this catalogue ignores many of the 

self-same suits discussed above, as well as completely omitting 

what was the largest category of clerical cases in Star 

Chamber--violence involving secular clergy. 

More admits to having heard of variances among the clergy 

60 CW9,49/24-28: as for clerical offenders, "there was no 
man that any. medling had wyth theym into whose handes they were 
more lothe to come. " More was consistent in maintaining that the 
sanctity of Orders was not impaired by personal failings. See 
e. g. CW6,299/15-20 for the simplest statement of this in More. 
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and gave as examples tithe disputes, regulars meddling in a 

parish, and disputes about the antiquity of a particular order, 

but claimed that as a whole, the clergy were not particularly 

contentious. (61) This is clearly misleading, passing over as 

it does the frequent litigation between members of the clergy 

which More saw in his own courts. The incidence of clerical 

litigants in both Chancery and Star Chamber is far greater than 

the proportion (great as it was) of clergy to laity in the 

general population would suggest. More's examples of typical 

clerical litigation masked the fact that really serious crimes 

were being perpetrated by the clergy including murder and 

riot. (62) More even went so far as to claim that the clergy 

stood by while temporal men took their goods rather than 

striving against them. (63) While this may be true on 

occasion More certainly knew of many cases where the clergy 

were not hesitant to haul laymen into court over matters of 

money or goods. The very priest More was to present to his 

church in Chelsea, John Larke, took a layman to court over a 

mortuary in his church of St Ethelburgäs in 1510. (64) 

More's attempts to gloss over much of what he knew was 

happening in the clerical ranks may be understood by the 

general climate in which he conceived his polemical works as 

well as by the effect those works were meant to achieve. But 

61 CW9,64/15-16. For disputes on the antiquity of orders, 
see CW4,84/16-17. 

62 More himself dealt with a clerical riot, STAC 2/2/171-173 
above. And he would certainly have known about the incidences of 
clerical murder or abetting murder. See Spelman's Reports, 1.219 
and LPV, 1065(31). 

63 CW9,72/5-11. 

64 W Hale, A Series of Precedents and Proceedings in 
Criminal Causes, London, 1847,86. 
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at the heart of the matter, concealed by his reluctance to air 

clerical deficiencies, lay More's unshakeable conviction that 

there were simply too many clergy. Men were being admitted into 

Holy Orders who had no business being there, and it was 

presumably these men whom More saw as responsible for the inner 

decay of the priesthood. (65) Although it is not until his 

controversial works that More published his views on the 

superfluity of clergy and the consequent degrading of the 

office, he did link unambiguously the low number of clergy on 

the island of Utopia and their elevated personal sanctity. (66) 

Despite the fact that contemporary clergy in England presided 

over perpetual chantries, collected themselves into colleges, 

attended fraternities, and were enrolled in universities--all 

of which practices More condoned--and were thus busier at the 

local level than were the centralized Utopian priests (to say 

nothing of the requirements imposed upon the regulars by 

Christian worship), England had far too many men in orders. 

And the result was that those men who lacked a strong and 

preserving sense of increased responsibility attendant upon 

entry into orders failed to uphold the honor due to their estate. 

65 See CW6,300/24-301/9 for More's most concise statement 
of this. Bishop Fisher too felt the lack of true priests and the 
abundance of bad ones; see English Works of John Fisher, ed. J 
Mayor, EETS e. s. 27,1896,181. For the general 'decay' of the 
clergy in York from 1508-1530, see J Moran, 'Clerical Recruitment 
in the Diocese of York, 1340-1530', JEH 34,1983,19-54, 
especially pp. 46-47. 

66 CW4,226/19-20. See also 228/32-230/3. More also wrote 
indignantly about Europe's "crowd of priests" and "so-called 
religious", CW4 131/2. Figures for the number of priests in 
Utopia are unsettling: 13 priests per city state, 54 city states 
on the island, and 6000 households of 10-16 adults per city state 
yields a ratio of 1 priest for every 4610 adults at a minimum; 
CW4,113/20-23,135/35-137/2. A conservative estimate of the ratio 
of secular priests to the general population in England reveals 
something in the area of 1 priest for every 250 people. 
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When More opened the first session of what was to become 

known as the Reformation Parliament, he 'unveiled a two-tier 

programme against abuses arising from outdated laws in the 

temporal sphere, and against heresy in the spiritual 

domain. '(1) We do not know what sort of parliamentary activity 

More had in mind when he suggested a need for reforming the 

laws against heresy: perhaps greater restrictions on the book 

trade and more power given to both ecclesiastical and secular 

magistrates (including the Lord Chancellor? ) It is certain that 

he did not envision such changes as were to be soon argued by 

one of his most formidable legal opponents. 

By this time the court at Blackfriars, which had been 

considering the divorce, had been adjourned, Wolsey had been 

deposed, and the king was clearly in need of a venue for 

action. Once convened, the Commons lost no time in presenting 

the king with a petition asking him to demand that 'the 

spiritual lords publicly... justify the misdemeanors of their 

estate. '(2) This petition was turned at least partially into 

bills forbidding the misdemeanors themselves, provoking Bishop 

Fisher to decry the lack of faith of the Commons--which 

outburst he was forced to explain as a misinterpretation. The 

1 Guy, Public Career, 115. The sources for More's speech are 
noted in Guy, op. cit., 113. 

2 JJ Scarisbrick, Henry VIII, London, 1983,251. Whether the 
1529 session of parliament began where the 1515 session left off 
is by no means clear but seems doubtful in that the latter 
produced in short order precise and effective measures for 
dealing with what had been long-standing grievances against the 
clergy but did not touch the particular question of clerical 
immunity which had so inflamed the earlier sitting. It has been 
noted that Convocation should properly have dealt with such 
issues as those covered by the Commons' bills, but it acted too 
slowly to prevent matters from leaving its control. See R. 
Reynolds, The Field is Won, Milwaukee, 1968,242. 
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bills complained of clerical worldliness, pluralism, mortuary 

and probate fees, and non-residence. Spiritual resistance 

forced the king to hold a Star Chamber meeting of members from 

both Houses. Passage of the bill was stalled until it had been 

diluted with provisos. In the end, only three statutes were 

framed and these touched on fees, pluralism, clerical farms, 

and non-residence. (3) 

It had been noted that by 1485, many common lawyers took 

for granted the superiority of common and statute law over 

Canon law and custom. (4) More was not among them. He clearly 

disagreed with the sudden competence claimed by parliament over 

ecclesiastical affairs. In the Apology and later Debellation 

of Salem and Bizance he argued for a preservation of the 

Church's ancient independence and hinted broadly that any 

attempts to restrict its jurisdiction stemmed from heretical 

motives. As will later become evident, the Commons' 

sensitivity to smears against its orthodoxy, illustrated by the 

protest after Bishop Fisher's remarks, was to become the target 

of More's subtle campaign against those who would advance anti- 

clerical bills in future sessions. 

If More could do nothing to prevent parliament from 

legislating in matters he felt lay without its jurisdiction, he 

3 There is little need to present the substance of these 
bills as they have been thoroughly detailed in Lehmberg, 
Reformation Parliament, 81-94, and More's connections have been 
clearly laid out by Dr Guy, Public Career, 115ff. Priests 
guilty of infringing these laws were to be presented by qui tam 
bills to the court of Exchequer. The result has been analysed in 
JJ Scarisbrick's unpublished Ph. D. thesis, 'The Conservative 
Episcopate in England, 1529-1535' (Cambridge, 1955) and reviewed 
by Elton, Reform and Reformation, 139. Briefly, there were 210 
prosecutions in the Exchequer of which only 14 ran to a 
successful conclusion. 

4 Guy, 'Thomas Cromwell and the Intellectual Origins of the 
Henrician Reformation' in Reassessing the Henrician Age, 151-78, 
165. 
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was able to direct his energies, and perhaps those of the 

Council, toward adopting stronger measures against heresy. His 

major controversial works date from this period which coincided 

with the crackdown on domestic heretics chiefly in the dioceses 

of London and Lincoln. More was active in promoting this 

crackdown and he personally detained and interrogated suspected 

heretics at his house in Chelsea. In 1530, More and Fisher 

prompted the issue of a proclamation against heretical books 

which was fortified by a second one denouncing heresy and 

threatening offenders with rigorous application of existing (if 

outmoded) heresy statutes. 

Ever since his acceptance of the office of Lord 

Chancellor, More had been in a delicate position. He was not 

part of the policy making group active in parliament, although 

parliament had been repeatedly prorogued throughout 1530 owing 

to the government's lack of program. More's views of the 

divorce, which he claimed were well known and respected by the 

king, meant that his use to the government was limited. 

Nonetheless, he was the sole layman present on a committee 

convened by the king in May, 1530 to inquire about a possible 

English New Testament . (5) While action on the divorce was 

stalled as royal agents were sent abroad to solicit support for 

the king's 'great matter', parliament lay idle. Within two 

years, parliament would. be seen as the proper venue in which to 

settle the king's matrimonial woes. 

In a letter to Cromwell written a few years after the 

events described, More claimed that at his own request the king 

5 See LPIV, 6402; CW8,1528; Scarisbrick sees this council as 
evidence that the king was taking an increasing interest in 

safeguarding the spiritual welfare of his subjects, perhaps 
looking forward to his eventual claim of 'cure of souls', 
Scarisbrick, Henry VIII, 252-53. 
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arranged an interview with the leading proponents of the 

divorce. More met with Cranmer, Lee, Fox, and Nicholas de 

Burgo, presumably to discuss once again the king's 'great 

matter'. After this meeting--which may have been designed as 

merely a display of his good faith--More said ' After this did 

I never nothing more therin nor never eny word wrote I therin 

to thempairing of his Gracia parte... ' and claimed never to 

have read any of the books published abroad (by exiled 

Aragonese supporters) impairing Henry VIII's cause. (6) More was 

later accused of aiding the Observant Pettow by sending him 

books during his exile, although Cromwell did not press this 

(7) point. 

With More relegated to the sidelines and the king playing 

for time against the queen's appeal to Rome, the government 

seemed temporarily without direction. It has been argued that 

during this time Thomas Cromwell came to the fore as the 

architect of the government's various positions. Whether this 

is accurate or not, and there are problems with assuming 

Cromwell directed policy at this early stage, the repeated 

prorogations of parliament throughout 1530 indicates a lack of 

clarity on the part of the king and Council. (8) A meeting was 

6 Rogers, Correspondence, 496-7. 

LPVI, 934. 

8 Hughes, Reformation in England, 222ff; Guy, Public Career, 
143ff points out Henry's growing caesaropapism during this time, 
as does Scarisbrick, Henry VIII, 260-1. The divorce had been 
advoked to Rome by June, 1530. The king did first not deny 
Rome's competence to hear the case until August (LPIV, 6667) and 
shortly after began his legal attacks on various conservative 
supporters of the queen. More importantly, it wasn't until late 
in 1530 that the king began his attacks on Rome's jurisdiction. 
Guy indicates that there exists no evidence to support Professor 
Elton's theory that Cromwell was behind the praemunire 
prosecutions of 1530-31 and that in fact no 'unambiguous' 
evidence links Cromwell to Henry VIII's policy prior to May 1532. 
See Guy, 'Henry VIII and the praemunire manoeuvers of 1530-31' 
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held in October to determine what limits there were to 

parliamentary legislation and more particularly whether the 

divorce could be heard in England despite the papal prohibition 

against any further action. (9) After the impossibility of this 

was presented to the king, he prorogued parliament yet 

again. (10) Chapuys, acting on information supplied perhaps by 

Fisher or More, wrote that the king wanted more time. 

The various moves against the clergy in 1530-31 cannot be seen 

solely in the context of the divorce proceedings but they did 

seem to herald a drastic change in the relationship between 

Church and crown. In September, Fisher, Nix, and Clerk were 

prosecuted for appealing to Rome against the pluralities act, 

and shortly after, fifteen of the more conservative clergy 

faced praemunire charges in King's Bench for abetting Wolsey's 

'illegal' exercise of his legatine powers. (11) Cromwell may 

have telegraphed an important development in the government's 

policy when he wrote to Wolsey in late October (1530) that the 

praemunire suit would not go through because 'there is another 

way devised'. (12) This other way was the indictment, once 

parliament began again in January, 1531, of the entire clergy 

on charges of praemunire which resulted in the pardon purchased 

EHR 97 (1982), 481-503, esp. pp. 482,488. 

9 Scarisbrick, Henry VIII, 260-1. It was at this meeting 
that Christopher St. German may have first presented his views on 
the relationship between parliamentary power and ecclesiastical 
independence. See Guy, Public Career, 156; Guy, "Henry VIII and 
the praemunire manoeuvers of 1530-31", 487. 

10 It had earlier been prorogued from the 1st of October to 
the 22nd, during which time the king had hoped to receive a 
favorable verdict from this assembly at Hampton Court. 

11 Elton, Reform and Reformation, 139; Scarisbrick, Henry 
VIII, 273-4; Hughes Reformation in England, I, 226. 

12 LPIV, 6699. 
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later that session. It has been persuasively argued that the 

indictment, and subsequent pardon of the clergy was not simply 

an attempt to silence opposition to the divorce or to 

parliamentary manoeuvers. As well as having these components, 

the indictment and pardon forced the clergy to grant the king 

an extraordinary amount of money. It was only incidently that 

the king 'found it necessary to impress publicly upon the 

clergy the true extent of his regal power as he increasingly 

perceived it. ' It has been made clear that the king 'could not 

allow his subsidy to be conce"ded on terms incompatible with 

possible unilateral action on the divorce', hence the reference 

to his position as 'head' of the Church in England. This seems 

to fit well with the terms of the pardon itself. The clergy 

admitted nothing which could unambiguously be used to support 

the royal supremacy as it was to take shape a year later. 

Despite various protests by conservative prelates, notably 

Tunstal and Warham which have been taken to indicate the 

clergy's sense of capitulation, the king had not yet pressed 

them as far as he could. (13) 

Alarming as the praemunire charges against many of his 

close friends and later against the entire clergy must have 

been to More, his works made no mention of them. He had, 

however, pointed out that wherever heretics had been allowed to 

exist, there the Catholic clergy had suffered persecution. (14) 

Nor did they mention the king's growing involvement in 

ecclesiastical matters. More must have heard, as Chapuys did, 

13 Guy, "Henry VIII and the praemunire manoeuvers of 1530- 
31", 502. 

14 CW8,832/10-13. In his controversy with St German, More 
contrived to make a connection between attacks on the legal 
independence of the Church and subversive heresy. 



203 

of the king's meddling in a matter concerning a priest detained 

by Warham for heresy in March, 1531. Chapuys reported that the 

priest refused to answer to Warham and appealed to the king 

who, upon hearing that one of the articles alleged against the 

suspect was denial of papal primacy, intervened for him saying 

that this indeed was no heresy. Upon his release he was forced 

to publicly retract his other errors. Norfolk's remark, that 

the king may have wanted to employ this priest on an embassy, 

leads one to suspect that he could have been Latimer or Crome. 

Chapuys claimed the priest was in danger of the fire--which 

applied to both Latimer and Crome following their trial by 

Convocation March 11,1531. (15) Shortly after, in April, the 

king walked out of a sermon when the preacher refused to 

retract his statement that Constantine had declined to judge 

between two bishops on the grounds that it did not belong to a 

secular prince to do so. (16) We can only guess how More viewed 

such stories; with alarm, with scepticism, but at least with 

forboding. 

Convocation met in January, 1531 and discussed its own 

series of reforming canons but managed to do little save return 

to the matter of heresy. The will of William Tracey was 

condemned, Crome and Latimer were disciplined, and talk of 

reform was quickly shelved in the face of the grave praemunire 

charges leveled against the clergy. 

More played a minor role in the session of 1531, 

delivering to both Houses of Parliament the opinions of the 

various universities on the king's divorce together with an 

15 LpV, 148. For the confessions of Latimer and Crome, see 
BL MS Harley 425, fo. 13-14. 

16 LPV, 216. 
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abridgement of the Collectanea satis copiosa which marshalled a 

rather skimpy justification of the new royal claims to imperial 

status. It was at this juncture, after the Pardon of the 

Clergy and the odious task of presenting to parliament a 

position he knew to be untenable, that More first solicited 

Norfolk's support in resigning the chancellorship. (17) Yet More 

did not resign. He began to avoid Chapuys (and no doubt others 

of the Aragonese party) in order to preserve his loyalty in the 

king's eyes, and refused to receive a letter from the emperor 

lest it compromise his position at court. In what must have 

been a pregnant interview, More told Chapuys why he could not 

receive the letter--it would heighten the king's distrust and 

might 'deprive him of the liberty which he had always used in 

speaking boldly in those matters which concerned Your Majesty 

[i. e. the emperor] and the Queen. '(18) This indicates that at 

least in Council, More was an active voice for the Aragonese 

party although it may have been for reasons other than simple 

affection for the queen. Doubtless More could see that the 

present course of action on the divorce would lead eventually 

to a break with Rome. (19) 

17 See Guy, Public Career, 157-60. 

18 LPV, 171; For the emperor's letter, see Herbruggen, Neue 
Briefe, 97. 

19 For More and the opposition to the divorce, see Elton, 
'More and the Opposition to Henry VIII' in Moreana, 15 (1967) 
285-304 and Guy, Public Career, chapter 8. Guy's assessment is 
clear and well documented and should form the basis of any 
account of More in the 1530s. What is frustrating is the almost 
total lack of first-hand information other than Chapuys. More 
managed to keep his ties with the Aragonese party discreet and 
touched the matter, of parliamentary meddling in clerical matters 
circumspectly in his works. His known opposition to secular 
competence in ecclesiastical trials ( notably the ex officio 
oath) is quite distinct from the matter of the king's divorce 
although his views on both would tend to align him with clerics 
opposed to a break with Rome. 
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Following the Submission of the Clergy in the closing days 

of the third session of the Parliament, More resigned. 

Parliament was prorogued again until January, 1533 at which 

time Cranmer had been elevated to Warham's vacant see of 

Canterbury. Parliamentary action now closely followed the 

king's 'great matter' and the Act of Appeals was passed shortly 

after Easter. Reservations to the act had stemmed not from 

theological reasons but from a fear of Imperial-sponsored 

economic reprisals directed against the wool trade. By this 

act, Englishmen (and of course, the queen) were prohibited from 

appealing to Rome in ecclesiastical cases. Parliament had, in 

this stroke, permitted the divorce to be heard in England, 

which hearing took place shortly thereafter. In response, the 

pope excommunicated the prelates involved in the hearing-- 

Cranmer, Lee, Longland, and Gardiner. The king in turn appealed 

to a general council. We do not know how More reacted to the 

excommunication of English prelates. He always spoke well of 

Gardiner and Longland, presumably because of Longland's stance 

against heretics in Lincoln, and Gardiner received special 

mention in the Apology for showing an admirable 'fatherly 

fauour' toward Frith. (20) 

More's sphere of activity as a councillor had been limited 

to voicing his opinions in private sessions to the king and 

Council. But his mandate to refute heresy and heretical views 

expressed in English writings gave him a certain freedom in 

criticizing ideas which either stemmed from or would lead to 

attacks on the faith. And it so happened that More exploited 

such connections with heresy he saw in the writings of 

20 LPVI, 296,324; Lehmberg, Reformation Parliament, 175. 
See also Hughes, Reformation in England, I, 247; LPVI, 1486-7: 
CW9,124ff. 
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Christopher St German. 

St German was a common lawyer, quite a bit older than 

More, whose writings and ideas became prominent during the 

confused years of 1530-31. His work is remarkable for 

anticipating many of the more profound acts of legislation 

stemming from the Reformation Parliament. His parliamentary 

draft intended for the never-held 1530 session details sweeping 

legislation to correct clerical abuses as well as giving 

parliament wide powers over ecclesiastical law. St German may 

have presented these views to the king and others in the 

abortive meeting at Hampton Court in October 1530, and perhaps 

it was there that More decided to write against him. (21) Many 

of the suggestions for reforming the clergy expressed in this 

draft find mature development in the two works of St German 

against which More wrote--the Treatise of the Division, and the 

Dialogue of Salem and Bizance. 

The ideas presented in the draft bill as well as in St 

German's published works were orthodox in most matters. There 

was support for pilgimages, purgatory, the keeping of shrines, 

and other practices commonly rejected by More's other 

opponents. But one section in the draft is not echoed in St 

German's published books: 'Also to encrease of loue, amytie, 

21 PRO SP 6/7, fos. 55-73. This draft has now been 
positively identified by Guy as belonging to St German, being 
partially in his hand and corrected throughout by him. The date 
of the draft has caused much debate and is best attributed to 
early 1531. Ironically, before Guy's identification, More 
himself was suspected of being its author, although this can 
hardly stand given the severe limitations placed on the clergy in 
the document. See Guy, Public Career, 151ff; JJ Scarisbrick, 
'Thomas More: The King's Good Servant' , 249-268. Guy says of St 
German, 'His was a classic case of the intellectual called from 
the Inns of Court (or wherever) to public service by a government 
short on workable ideas. ' Guy, Public Career, 156. For a thorough 
discussion of the draft bill, see Guy, Christopher St German on 
Chancery and Statute, Selden Society, Supplementary Series 6 
(1985), 25ff and 127-135. 
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and good agrement betwene the spiritualltye 

hereafter more then hathe ben in late 

prohybitede to all laymen upon payne 

to say or reporte that there is no good 

prestes be nought/'(22). It was to support 

took St German to task. 

and the temporaltie 

dayes passede it is 

_ 
[left blank in MS] 

pryste or that all 

this point that More 

The alleged division between the temporalty and 

spiritualty found in St German's Treatise on the Division 

served More as his point of departure when he attacked the 

whole of St German's political program. In view of St German's 

adherence to the general tenets of Catholic praxis, More was 

careful not to impugn the 'Pacifier's' orthodoxy, (23) but 

rather questioned his prudence in advancing such views as he 

did by suggesting that the 'Pacifier' had been widely mislead. 

More's resignation of the office of Lord Chancellor 

deprived him of his access to the king and Council and forced 

him to rely on his writings as never before. The content and 

even the tone of both the Apology and the Debellation suggest 

that More had in mind a reader who was concerned with legal 

matters rather than public heresy and heretical doctrines--in 

short, More directed his words not to the layman seeking 

information with which to counter heresy in the street but to 

the policy makers who may have been contemplating further 

22 SP 6/7 f. 65 

23 This raises the question of whether More was aware of his 
opponent's identity. Noting that both More and St German were 
lawyers and both were acutely interested in the relationships 
existing between secular and spiritual legal systems (to say 
nothing of More's ability to ferret out information), I think it 
is probable that More was aware of St German's authorship of 
both works. More could not openly question St German's orthodoxy 
but could question that of an 'unknown' author which is exactly 
what gives both the Apology and the Debellation much of their 
impact. 
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restrictions on the ecclesiastical legal system. His works 

against St German contain little doctrinal material (which 

had, after all, received careful attention in the Dialogue of 

Heresies and the Confutation. ) More's arguments for preserving 

the ex officio procedure in Church courts are those he would 

have advanced to the king, Council, and Commons had his 

resignation not deprived him of access to the policy makers. 

More had to limit his treatment of the attack on 

ecclesiastical jurisdiction in order to remain within the 

framework of his mandate to refute heresy and he did so by 

drawing heretical inferences from St. German's political 

program. He claimed to treat certain parts of St German's 

Division 'leste a better opynyon of the boke then the mater may 

bere (yf yt be pondered ryght) may be occasyon to moue men in 

some great thynges to do no lytle wronge... '(24) and promised 

to 'no ferther speke at thys tyme than concernynge the cryme of 

heresy'. (25) More acknowledged the inadvisability of further 

public meddling in matters touching ecclesiastical jurisdiction 

in an important passage which must be quoted in full: he will 

pass over other 'murmours & grudges' of the 'Pacifier's' 

because they can be answered by the wise reader, and 'for that 

some things are there also therin, that are very well sayd/ and 

some also that be they good or badde, I purpose not to medyll 

mych wythall, as are the thynges that towche any lawes or 

statutes allredy made, be they of the chyrch or of the realme, 

defende theym I am content to do, yf I th'inke them good. But on 

the tother syde yf I thynke them nought/ albe it that in place 

24 CW9,61/16-18. The 'great thynges' is probably a 
reference to parliamentary action. 

25 CW9,130/18-19. 
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and tyme conuenyent I wolde gyue myne aduyce and counsayle to 

the chaunge, yet to put out bookes in wrytynge abrode amonge 

the people agaynste them, that wold I neyther do my seife, nor 

in the so doynge commende any man that doth. For yf the lawe 

were suche as were so farre agaynst the law of god, that it 

were not possyble to stande wyth mannys saluacyon/ than in that 

case the secrete aduyse and counsayle maye bycome euery man/ 

but the open reprofe and redargucyon therof may not in my mynd 

well bycome those that are no more spyrytuall than j. '(26) This 

is as close as More came to questioning, in print, the laws 

stemming from the first three sessions of the Reformation 

Parliament. He went on to say that if such laws were bad but 

not perilous to the soul, they might be suffered to exist in 

the hopes of later ammendment, while greater harm would come 

from open dispute. More clearly does not want to be seen as an 

assailant on the 'lawes or statutes allredy made' but hints 

that they might not all be above questioning. There was, of 

course, much prudence in More's disclaimers. As he later 

mentions in the Debellation, debate was already beginning on 

the possibility of treasonous speaking. He wisely refused to 

state his position on this but indicated that he would, if he 

were again a law student, research the matter carefully. In 

the meantime, it would be best to beware of 'lewde language' 

whether or not such language were treasonable-(27) 

In confronting the 'Pacifier', More was presented with a 

tactical problem. As has been noted, St German's writings 

were unquestionably orthodox. When writing against him, More 

continually stressed his belief that this Catholic author had 

26 CW9,96/20-97/2. 

27 Debellation, Workes, 959/de and 963/h-964/a. 
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been woefully misle'*d and in fact his political program, based 

on radical changes in the existing ecclesiastical laws, could 

only lead to an increase in heresy. More suggested that 

heretics themselves have misled the 'Pacifier' for this very 

reason. The 'Pacifier's' Division, More asserted, could be used 

to support heresy and its unbalanced criticism of the clergy 

may have been the result of the author's reliance on 'some 

other sotle shrew that is of his counsayle. '(28) 

More's strategy of connecting the proposed changes in 

Church law with heretical hoodwinking had certain merits--the 

most useful of which was that it enabled More to emphasize his 

belief that good men (and lawmakers) were in danger of being 

manipulated by heretical counsel once they began meddling in 

ecclesiastical matters, especially those touching directly on 

the Church's dealings with heretics. It fit in well with what 

More saw happening in parliament. Orthodox laymen, and it must 

be remembered that the Commons felt themselves to be 

demonstrably orthodox, were passing laws concerning the Church 

without understanding the issues or even the dangers such 

actions posed to the Church, perhaps at the instigation of men 

who allegiance to the Church was compromised by other concerns. 

And this was being done in complete disregard of the Universal 

Church's own legal machinery. 

By suggesting that good men were being misle-. d by heretics 

when passing laws restricting accepted Church practice, More 

revealed the central message of both the Apology and the 

Debellation. The two areas of concern for More were attempts 

to reform the ex officio procedures used in heresy trials and a 

28 CW9,52/27-30,60/39-61/5. More reiterates this suspicion 
dozens of times throughout the Apology but modifies it in the 
Debellation. 
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perceived attempt to strip the Church of some of its temporal 

holdings. (29) The move against Church lands did not form a 

major part of St German's program but the restrictions on 

heresy procedures in ecclesiastical courts were central to his 

outline and on this More concentrated most of his attention. He 

reliably pointed out that abolishing the ex officio procedure 

for heresy was bad not only for the Church but for the entire 

realm and that the reasons advanced for changing this law would 

apply to secular courts as well. More would have been quick to 

see that the procedures in Chancery and concil-iar courts were 

similiar to those in heresy trials where a man might be forced 

under oath to incriminate himself before unnamed accusers. (30) 

More summed up the political program of St German's Division in 

the opening words of his Debellation--the Division contained 

'maliciouse intent [that] was purposed... to make the ordinaries 
e 

with feare of slaunder & obloqui, leaue their duties vndone and 

let heretyques alone, and ouer that with an euil newe chaunge 

of good olde lawes, labour to put heretykes in courage and 

thereby decay the fayth. '(31) 

Although More consistently maintained that the 'Pacifier' 

29 The attack on Church lands did not materialize until well 
after More's imprisonment. Although it is not strongly suggested 
by the 'Pacifier' in 1533, More may have caught wind of proposed 
divestment through his many family members then in Commons. More 
said he was present when the question was lightly discussed among 
prelates and other churchmen 'whyther it [i. e. their livelihood] 
myghte be lawfully taken from them or not/ and yf it myght, 
whyther it were expedyent so to be/ and if it so were, then to 
what vse. ' CW9,79/19-21. See also CW9,84/15-25,83/30-31, and 
pp. 346-7. For a list of those within More's family circle who 
sat in the Reformation Parliament, see Lehmberg, Reformation 
Parliament, 28-31. 

30 CW9,135/15-19. For a discussion of this, see CW9, lviii- 
lxiv, 

31 Debellation, Workes, 930/gh. More had never asserted in 
his Apology that the 'Pacifier' was maliciously aiding heresy, 
only that he had been (or had allowed himself to be) misled. 
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was deceived by bad or heretical counsel, he does acknowledge 

that the Division supports the Church against certain heresies 

(but at the same time encourages heretics by its slanders 

against the clergy) by testifying that the brethren's opinions 

are heresy indeed 'how so euer the maters go betwene the 

temporaltye and the spyrytualty. '(32) Having said that, More 

pointed out that the 'Pacifier' chastized all clergy yet 

refrained from mentioning 'them [that] runne out in apostasye/ 

but all the fautes be assygned in them [that] abyde in theyr 

professyon styll. '(33) 

As an example of the false charges against the clergy 

which encourage heresy, More cited the 'Pacifier's' allegations 

that prelates deal harshly and unjustly with heretics. More 

reviewed the cases and asserted that the heretics had been 

justly punished 'accordyng to the comen lawes of all Chrystes 

catholyke chyrch, and the lawes of thys realme. ' More 

reiterated the point, emphasizing the joint action by both the 

secular and ecclesiastical powers in punishing heretics. He 

maintained that there was no reason to suspect the spiritual 

judges of acting unjustly because 'all [the] lawes bothe 

spyrytuall of the whole chyrch, and temporall of this realme, 

haue ordayned full fayth and credence to be gyuen to them 

therin. '(34) In addition, charges against certain prelates had 

been investigated by the Council, and were dismissed as 

32 CW9552/17-18. 

33 CW9,128/19-21. This is the main thrust of More's 
argument against the 'Pacifier's' treatment of clerical faults. 

34 CW9,92/4-5 and CW9,94/29-31. It would be difficult to 
overestimate More's faith in the rule of law, be it Christ's or 
England's. 
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spurious. (35) As for the claim that the spiritual judges were 

worse than the temporal ones, More offered the information 

'that he hathe chosen the tone that hath chosen tother, ye 

kings gracious highnes hymselfe, whiche hauyng on both sydes 

very good to choose of, hath I dare say ben as circumspecte in 

chosing of thordinaries, as of the iudges. '(36) By stressing 

the mutual dependency of both types of judges on the crown, 

More shifted criticism of the ordinaries onto the king, which 

St German could not easily disarm. 

More consistently linked the fate of the Church with that 

of the realm as a whole. Spoilation of the Church would lead to 

spoilation of the realm, and attacks on the faith would result 

in general lawlessness and political rebellion. As proof of 

this More adduced Oldcastle's rebellion, citing past laws made 

against the Lollards as evidence that the Church and state must 

cooperate if the faith is to remain secure and the direct link 

between civil disorder and heresy is to be frustrated. As a 

cautionary example of the way matters were developing, More 

suggested that he could never believe anyone could 'enduce thys 

prudent parlyament' to change the laws passed against the 

Lollards (especially De haeretico comburendo) but clearly 

hinted that the changes they may be contemplating in the ex 

officio procedures were of equal seriousness. (37) He asserted 

that the best way to clean up the realm was for both the 

temporal and the spiritual spheres to cooperate according to 

'reason and iust ce, the kynges lawes of the realme, the 

35 CW9,127/10-15; Debellation, Workes, 958/fg. 

36 Debellation, Workes, 991/c. 

37 CW9,162/21-28,163/27-30; Debellation, Workes, 967/e, 
975/dg. 
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scrypture of god, and the lawes of Crystes chyrch... '--without 

such cooperation, 'the dregges of both sortes conspyryng 

together & encreasyng, may litle and litle grow to strong for 

both.! (38) 

More passed a few words to the spiritualty as he defended 

them against charges which ought to have been more properly 

levelled against a recreant few. Instead of the 'Pacifier's' 

blanket criticism of the entire clerical estate, More claimed 

that the faults of a few were never to be imputed to the whole 

body 'sauyng that there haue ben peraduenture on eyther parte 

[i. e. the temporalty and spiritualty ], in some suche as by 

theyr offices ought to loke therto, some lacke of the labour 

and dylygence that in the reformynge of yt sholde haue belonged 

vnto them, whyche I declare alway that I wold wyshe 

amended... '(39) In other words, some of the prelates had been 

slack. He later repeated this hint to the churchmen: ' And some 

men saye that some prelates haue not done all theyr partes, in 

the repressynge and dewe punysshement of [apostates]. ' With 

Cranmer recently installed in the see of Canterbury, More could 

reasonably fear a serious lapse in prosecutions for heresy. He 

also noted that heretical talk was beginning to go 

unchecked. (40) More even goes so far as to threaten the bishops 

should they, from fear of slander, retreat before the 

anticlericalism of the Division: 'god (whiche whan he hath 

slayne the body maye sende yo soule into euerlastynge fyre) 

yf (whych oure lorde forbede) any bysshoppe fall in thys fere & 

cowardyse of faynt harte, that for any worldly fere they suffer 

38 CW9,53/35-54/4. 

39 CW9,53/16-21. 

40 CW9,129/7-8; CW9,158/20-23. 
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to be blowen out the lyghte of hys lanterne of fayth, he wyll 

not fayle to make fall vpon them the terryble commynacyon & 

thrette that the spyryt speketh of in the Apocalyps vnto the 

byshoppe of Ephesye, "I wyll come and remoue thy candelstycke 

oute of his place. "'(41) As for Convocation, More lamented that 

it too had been slack--'and at theyr suche assembles 

concernynge spyrytuall thynges haue very lytle done. Wherefore 

that they haue ben in that great necessary poynt of theyr dewty 
to 

so neglygent, whyther god suffer to growe a secret vnperceyued 

cause of dyuysyon and grudge agaynste theym, god whom theyr 

suche neglence hath I fere me sore offended, knoweth. '(42) 

More had never before preached to the prelates, so it is to be 

taken as a measure of his concern that he here labours the 

point. He had watched them capitulate to the king, surrender 

their independent legislation (which was not theirs to 

surrender), and now as they faced the threatened loss of 

jurisdiction over heresy cases, More was not at all optimistic 

that they would maintain the laws that served as a bulwark 

against the spread of heresy and the subsequent decay of the 

Church, Christian souls, and the realm. 

Neither the Apology nor the Debellation reveals much about 

More's view of the English clergy that had not already found 

expression in the Dialogue of Heresies and the Confutation. 

More repeated his claim that the clergy ought to be revered: 

all are bound 'to geue honour & reuerence vnto that holy 

sacrament of order, wyth whyche the clergye is specyally 

consecrate & dedycate vnto god. '(43) But later his language 

41 CW9,109/33-110/5. See also 109/20-27. 

42 CW91144/35-145/4. 

43 CW9148/18-21. 
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becomes more interesting, especially considering the king's 

growing caesaropapism: 'I haue euer accompted my dewty to 

forbere all such maner of vnmanerly byhauour toward those two 

moste emynent orders, that god hath here ordayned in erth/ the 

two great orders I mene of speciall consecrate personys, the 

sacred prynces and prestes. '(44) More again claimed that the 

English clergy (and laity) are as good as any, saying that 

visitors to England tell him this and it was to the 

'Pacifier's' shame that he perpetrated the illusion of a great 

rift between the two estates for all Europe to see. (45) Finding 

replacements for the clergy, should they all be deposed, would 

be difficult indeed--which More illustrated by a tale, and by 

his often repeated inference that if the clergy is bad, the 

laity must needs be worse. More deflected the 'Pacifier's' 

criticism that neither priests nor religious keep the 

perfection of their order by pointing out that 'euery mannys 

dewty toward god is so great, that very few folke serue hym as 

they shold do... but I suppose they [i. e. these priests] kepe it 

now at thys day, mych what after suche a goodmetely meane 

maner, as they dyd many of those yeres before in which thys 

dyuysyon was neuer dremed on. '(46) He singled out the prelates 

for praise, perhaps because they had come under such heavy 

criticism from the 'Pacifier': yf they [i. e. the prelates] waxe 

not wurse byfore/ who so shal lyue after them, may in my mynde 

44 CW9,50/27-32. 

45 CW9,109/4-6 

46 CW9,67/31_68/6. Debellation, Workes, 937/f-938/a. 
CW9,82/31-33. See also 65/27-31 where More claims that if the 
regulars are guilty of spiritual pride, as the 'Pacifier' 
asserted, then they must at least be living holily, since 'thorow 
perfyt" nes of lyuyng, the deuyll brynge so many to suche an hygh 
spyce of pryde. ' 
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be bold to say, that englande had not theyr better any day thys 

xl yere, and I durste go a good way aboue to. '(47) But beneath 

this praise, which after all barely extends past the episcopacy 

of several bishops then living, is an unqualified warning not 

to deviate from the path they know is right. 

As in earlier works, More acknowledged the existence of 

bad and corrupt clergy and again asserted that vice is more 

reprehensible in the clergy than in laymen: 'For as for vyce, I 

hold yt myche more dampnable in a spyrytuall person then in a 

temporall man. And as for vertue / egall vertue I holde yt yet 

myche more yf yt happen in the temporall man then in the 

spyrytuall/ bycause though the thynge be egall, they be not 

both egally bound therto. '(48) In his dealings with clerical 

litigants or with clergy sent before him on the bench, More 

claimed that he was rigorous in the application of the law, so 

that 'there was no man that any medling had wyth theym, into 

whose handes they were more lothe to come. '(49) Judging from 

the list of clerical litigants facing temporal suitors in 

Chancery and Star Chamber during More's tenure, More is 

deliberately sidestepping the issue. The clergy were at least 

as litigious as the laity. More's understanding of the clergy 

as being bound by duty and calling to virtue would naturally be 

unsympathetic to serious lapses in their conduct, yet there is 

no indication that he viewed minor lawsuits as intolerable 

behavior. 

47 CW9668/17-20 

48 CW9,48/27-32; See also Debellation, Workes, 937/gh. 

49 CW9,49/24-28. More admitted that some clergy still 
strive for prohibited tithes and mortuaries, but dismissed it as 
as angry words, spoken by men on the losing side. Debellation, 
Workes, 1018/e. 
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More felt that correction of the clergy, however 

necessary, was not to be done through a public forum. The 

'Pacifier' had relied on the support of Gerson's published 

Declaratio defectuum virorum ecclesiasticorum (50), which More 

found difficult to circumvent. To do so, he relied on the fact 

that Gerson had written in Latin, which method of writing More 

tries to tout as in keeping with proper, 'secret' admonishment. 

More managed to find some more substantial support in Gerson's 

line that no one 'sholde reproche & rebuke ye prelates 

before the people. '(51) More himself public ly offered the 

clergy some advice on how to separate their worldly concerns 

from those spiritual: 'I woulde aduise euery spiritual man to 

folowe it [i. e. the counsel of St Bernard to Pope Eugenius 

III], and to take good temporal men to hym, and let them do al 

his temporal businesse for him. This thinke I good as for myne 

owne mynde, but if there be in any parte anye lawes made alredy 

to the contrarye, by such folke as it can not become me to 

controll. '(52) 

On the question of spiritual authority, More began in 

earnest to defend the clerical estate. He questioned the 

'Pacifier's' assertion that the 'lyghte of grace' will not 

appear until the spiritual rulers ceased pretending that their 

authority was received immediately from God. More acknowledged 

that, the clergy had some authority from the king, but strongly 

50 This work was widely beleived to be Gerson's although in 
fact it was part of a larger work by Heinrich von Langenstein. 
See CW9,339. 

51 CW9,60/15-20. 

52 Debellation, Workes, 942/f. In any case, clerical 
worldliness was on the decline according to More, CW9,98/7-8. 
(The gloss to this passage supplies us with the information that 
the decline has begun now that Wolsey is no longer setting the 
pace. ) 
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asserted that they did indeed have their primary authority 

from God: 'For the greatest, and highest, and most excellent 

authoryte that they haue, eyther god hath gyuen theym hym 

selfe, or ellys they be very presumptuouse... for I haue neuer 

redde, or at the leste wyse I remember not that I haue redde, 

(that) euer any kyng graunted them the authoryte, that now not 

onely prelates but other pore playne prestes also dayly do take 

vpon them, in mynistratyng the sacramentes and consecratynge 

the blessed body of Cryste, wyth dyuerse other authorytees 

besyde. '(53) If the king did not, nor could not, grant the 

clergy the authority to celebrate Mass, one wonders how he 

received the authority to call himself head of the Church. More 

here clearly separated temporal from sacerdotal power, just as 

then he saw the king trying to fuse the two. More went on to 

argue that the clergy did expect obedience, particularly 

because the Church itself has legislated in such matters as 

were binding on all Christians. The laws that the clergy obeyed 

and administered had been made by the Universal Church--which 

the English clergy could neither ignore nor nullify. 

While these matters were important enough for More to 

answer specifically in his two works against St German, the 

main issue was still the Church's sole jurisdiction in matters 

of heresy and specifically the ex officio oath used in heresy 

cases. Perhaps the king's recent meddling in the case of the 

preacher accused of heresy can be taken as an indication of the 

interest important laymen were beginning to show in assessing 

what constituted heresy. St German's was by no means the only 

voice raised against the prelates but until his views were 

published (and had been made the subject of a parliamentary 

53 CW9,99/17-26. 
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bill) More saw the threat to Church policy as less serious than 

the problem of individual heretics. With the publication of the 

Book of Division and the Dialogue of Salem and Bizance, all 

that changed. 

More clearly felt that the Universal Church ought properly 

to have sole jurisdiction in determining what constituted 

heresy and how heretics were to be investigated. Secular laws 

could and should reinforce strictures against heresy due to the 

accepted link between heresy and civil disobedience. But as a 

matter of principle, laws were only to be reformed by the 

selfsame body that made them: spiritual laws are to be reformed 

by spiritual bodies. One of the reasons for not replacing 

spiritual judges with temporal ones is that ' fewe temporall 

men be suffycyently lerned in those lawes of the chyrch. '(54) 

As a case in point, More ridiculed the 'Pacifier's' reliance on 

the Summa Rosella as his main authority in matters of Canon 

law. (55) Even if the 'Pacifier' could advance valid arguments 

for changing the laws governing heresy procedures, they would 

be unacceptable because in matters governing the 'conseruacion 

of the faith', attempts 'to alter and chaunge that law that was 

made by so great aduise, by an whole generall counsaile of al 

christendome' would be 'right unreasonable'. (56) The constant 

guidance of the Spirit vouchsafed to the Church guaranteed that 

any legitimate changes made in praxis would be in accordance 

with divine will. Local ecclesiastical bodies, such as 

Convocation, could claim limited guidance but clearly must 

54 CW9,153/15-16. 

55 CW9,385; Debellation, Workes, 1017/d. 

56 Debellation, Workes, 979/f. More declined to speculate, 
at the 'Pacifier's' invitation, on the areas in which parliament 
had no authority to make new laws! See Debellation, Workes, 1016/de. 
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defer to larger assemblies such as 'an whole generall counsaile 

of al christendome'. (57) 

Instead of making new laws, the old ones should be 

defended by all Catholics and especially by the king: 'I lytle 

doute but that yf the kings hyghnesse do as I doute not but hys 

hyghnesse wyll do, maynteyne & assyste the spyrytualty in 

executynge of the lawes, euyn those that are all redy made 

agaynst heresyes/ and commaunde euery temporall offycer vnder 

hym to do the same... though there were neuer mo newe lawes made 

therefore', heretics would be punished and innocents would be 

unharmed. (58) 

While the 'Pacifier' had laboured to show that the two 

legal systems were at odds and that the law of the realm ought 

to achieve hegemony (as it in fact did do following the 

submission of the clergy), More asserted the harmony existing 

between secular and ecclesiastical laws in the matter of 

heresy. Both the laws of England and the laws of the Church 

'maye well stand togyther for awght that I se in theym bothe/ 

and so haue they in these maters of heresy god be thanked 

hytherto full well. '(59) 

In the closing pages of each book, More wrote his 

concluding arguments, summarizing his plea as if before a jury. 

He exhorted his readers to keep to the 'mayntenaunce of Crystes 

catholyke fayth/& ... stande by the olae wythout the contrary 

chaunge of any poynt of our olde bylyefe, for any thynge 

57 See for example, CW6 179/2-3,191/17-22. 

58 CW9,155/16-22. See also CW9,163/27-30, Debellation, 
Workes, 938/f, 1012/ab, 1026/a. 

59 CW9,140/1-3. See also Debellation, Workes, 1015/de. 
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brought vppe for newe.... '(60) As for taking the 'Pacifier's' 

counsel to change the laws governing heresy, More returned to 

an argument that had long since been his favorite--'we laye 

agaynst him, the comen consent of thys realme. And he layeth 

hys owne reason against it. We lay agaynst him the consent of 

the generall counsayle. And agaynst thys he layeth hys own 

reason. We lay agaynste him the generall approbacion of all 

christen realmes. And agaynst this he layeth his own 

reason. '(61) 

n ýMý 

60 CWg, 168/24-30. 

61 Debellation, Workes, 1031/d 
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More's controversial works against the officially 

sanctioned propaganda of St German endangered his immunity from 

governmental action. He was suspected of complicity in a 

perceived Catholic conspiracy and was briefly included in the 

Nun of Kent's attainder. He was also accused of aiding the 

exiled observant authors of anti-Henrician treatises. Although 

he ended his attack on the semi-official works of St German in 

late 1533, he came under Cromwell's investigation after it was 

rumored that he had written a reply to the latest government- 

sanctioned publication denouncing papal authority in 

England. (-) He cleared himself of suspicion and wisely 

restricted his writings to the theological plane. To that end 

he took up the discussion of the sacrament of the altar where 

he left it in the Answer to a Poisoned Book. His next work, the 

Treatise on the Passion of Christ, he carried with him into the 

Tower in April, 1534. (2) Clearly he had not given up the 

controversial effort but his Tower works, including the 

Dialogue of Comfort against Tribulation, Treatise on the 

Passion of Christ, the Treatise on the Blessed Body and the De 

Tristitia Christi contain only sparks of his earlier efforts. 

Their style and intent is significantly different than his 

polemical writings. They are less urgent, less pedantic, but 

no less forceful. As windows to More's mind during his final 

year, they frame an important conclusion to More's views on the 

English clergy. The picture they suggest of More is not 

entirely the one More would have us see nor the one revealed by 

1 Guy, 'Thomas More and Christopher St German: the Battle of 
the Books' in Reassessing the Henrician Age, 95-120; Reed, Early 
Tudor Drama: Medwall, the Rastells, Heywood, and the More Circle, 
London, 1926,81; LPVI, 934. 

2 CW13, xxxix-xl, cxxxix. 



224 

his letters to his family and friends. (3) 

On April 13,1534 More officially refused the oath at 

Lambeth in the presence of England's leading clergyman 

Archbishop Cranmer and other high ministers. He was called 

again shortly after this session and faced, in addition to his 

earlier interlocutors, Abbot Benson of Westminster, into whose 

care he was to be committed until sent to the Tower. (4) As More 

watched, England's conservative clergy were paraded in and out 

of Lambeth, and all but two found in their consciences that 

they could accept the implications of the oath they were asked 

to swear. In his letter to Margaret detailing these sessions, 

More made a point of discussing the behaviour of one of the 

most well-known opponents of the divorce. After Rowland 

Phillips' had sworn to the preamble, 'either for gladnes. or 

for drines, or els that it might be sene (quod ille notus erat 

pontifici) [he] went to my Lordes buttry barre, and called for 

drinke, and drank (valde familiariter. )'(5) Phillips might well 

have reason to call for drink, feeling the impact of what he 

had done and knowing as he must have that More and Fisher 

before him were now in danger of their lives. 

There were a few who were unwilling to acknowledge royal 

hegemony, and the Tower was soon filling up with priests. The 

Carthusian priors were there, as well as Dr Nicholas Wilson, 

Thomas Abel, and William Huberdine. Others would shortly join 

them: Christopher Plummer, Edward Powell, Richard Fetherstone 

3 See CW 13, clxii-clxiii for some speculations on 
deliberate manipulations of More's public face as revealed in his 
last works. 

4 Rogers, Correspondence, 501-507. 

5 Rogers, Correspondence, 504. 



225 

and Miles Willen-(6) In addition to outright refusal to swear 

to the oath, controversial preaching against the divorce could 

land a priest in the Tower. Chapuys noted the increased 

restrictions Bishop Stokesley had imposed on preachers in early 

1533. One of the Tower priests, William Huberdine, was called a 

'brabbling preacher' who preached at Bristol. It seems he was 

not in favor of the divorce, for he had been compared to 

Katherine's advocate Edward Powell. (7) Fetherstone was also one 

of Katherine's priests and had been a complainant before More 

in Chancery. He had registered one of the few dissenting votes, 

along with Fisher, in the debate in Convocation over whether 

the pope had exceeded his powers in granting a dispensation to 

the king to marry Katherine in the first place. He was later 

executed. (8) Miles Willen once held the living of the royal 

church of St Peters in the Tower, and had been imprisoned since 

shortly after More. In March, 1533, he had traded his Tower 

living to Richard Layton, one of Cromwell's future visitors of 

the monasteries, for Stepney. (9) The possibility that Layton 

actually served in the chapel is remote, but he may have 

frequented his living to gather helpful information from his 

'parishioners' during confession. Layton resigned the living in 

early 1535 which date coincides roughly with the close 

6 Roper, 80; LPVIII, 1001; For Wilson, see Guy, Public 
Career, 202,211. 

7 LP VII, 923 (xxi) & 722; For Powell, see Clebsch, 
England's Earliest Protestants, 35; For Stokesley's increased 
restrictions, see LPVI, 541,420,463; and for the bill 
specifying that preachers upholding Rome's authority were to be 
imprisoned, see BL MS Cleopatra E. VI. 217. 

8 C1/634/27; DNB; LPVI, 311; LPVIII, 666. 

lid 

9 LPVII, 419(16 & 17). For his imprisonment see LPVII, 1663 
& 828. 
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confinement of More that denied him access to the chapel. (10) 

Dr Wilson was one of More's correspondents within the 

Tower and had been its prisoner since shortly before More's 

confinement. In November, 1533, Wilson had been given a licence 

to retain and refute heretical works similiar to More's which 

followed his permission to preach in London in March of the 

same year. (11) Perhaps his anti-heretical activities had 

increased his adherence to orthodox doctrine for he too refused 

the oath. Wilson eventually swore to the Act of Supremacy, and 

More wrote him from within the Tower wishing him 'good 

lukke. '(12) It is an unusual wish, given More's distrust of 

fortune and he meant it literally. With pointed irony he gently 

mentioned the insecurity of returning from the Tower into the 

company of those who sent him there--' Cumfort your selff, good 

Mr Doctor, with rememb ryng Godis great mercye and the Kyngis 

accustomed goodnes, and by my trougth I thinke that all his 

Gracys Counsaile fauorythe you in their hartis. I can not fudge 

in my mynde eny one of them so evyll as to be of the mynde that 

you shuld do otherwyse than well. ' (13) The exchange of letters 

between Wilson and More was doubtless greater than the 

surviving evidence indicates. More asked for his letters back 

so he could burn them--which would give Dr Wilson pause when he 

considered More's seemingly heartfelt commendation of 'his 

Gracys Counsaile'. The letters between Fisher and More were 

10 LPVIII, 921(11); Rogers, Correspondence, 538-9. Fisher 
had been deprived of access to the Church and its sacraments by 
Christmas, 1534; LP VII, 1563. 

11 DNB; McLaren, 'An Edition of Foxford', lxi-lxii, 210-212, 
306. 

12 Rogers, Correspondence, 532. 

13 Rogers, Correspondence, 538. 
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also burned. (14) 

Rumors were flying concerning the Tower priests. Various 

estimates put their number between 10 and 30 by the time of 

More's execution. (15) All of England seemed to be captivated 

by the men who resisted the king. Stephen Leder, vicar of Ware, 

heard that More had capitulated and wrote him a letter of 

congratulations on saving his life. More wrote back, assuring 

him that 'if euer I shoulde sweare it (i. e. the oath to the Act 

of Supremacy] I shoulde sweare deadely againste myne owne 

conscience. '(16) Leder, like Phillips and Wilson, had been 

licensed to preach in the diocese in 1533. He was associated 

with the Carthusians at Sheen who had presented him to his 

living at Ware where it appears that the Conventual Franciscans 

sheltered some of their observant brothers in in 1533 and late 

1534 shortly before Leder died. (17) 

Aside from his interrogators, More's last contact with the 

English clergy came in late June, 1535 when preachers 

throughout the realm were instructed to set forth in their 

sermons the treason of More and Fisher. Whether this was done 

by More's own priest at Chelsea or any of those who knew him is 

14 More's postscript to this request is in Latin; which 
indicates he wanted to avoid arousing suspicion, as he in fact 
says: 'Quia quanquam nihil inest [ mali, tarnen] propter ministrum 
nolim rescire. ' For destroyed correspondence between More and 
Fisher, see LPVIII, 856 (24,25,28,29). 

15 LPVII, 856,977; LPVIII 609,726,985. 

16 Rogers, Correspondence, 549. 

17 GLC MS DL/C/330, fo. 267v; Leder died by 6 February, 
1535, Newcourt Repertorium, I, 904; McLaren, 'An Edition of 
Foxford', 235.; For the Observants at Ware, see LPVI, 383, LPVII 
665 & 1607, and LPVIII, 345. There was a William Graunger 
connected with the Brondeley [or Brambley] family chantry in the 
Ware church, but I have not been able to link this chantry with 
the Graunger family from whom More was descended. See VCH Herts., 
III, 395; VE I, 452. 
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unknown. Archibishop Lee noted the dearth of good preachers in 

his diocese in early July of that year when he had been 

instructed to see to it that the Act of Supremacy was explained 

to the people. He claimed that many curates could not 

understand the act and those that could were not resident. (18) 

Would the execution of Bishop Fisher and Sir Thomas More be any 

easier to understand? 

More's works from the Tower reveal his bitter 

disappointment at the turn events had taken since his 

imprisonment. The warnings he had issued to the bishops in the 

Debellation of Salem and Bizance had been ignored and they had 

capitulated without significant resistance. His psalter is 

annotated at passages expressing divine wrath against 

malefactors or apostates and his own writings burned hotly 

against the prelates, some of whom in More's words were those 

'such as I loue best'. (19) These bishops would not forsake 

heaven to be in More's company, so he would not risk hell for 

the sake of theirs. His disappointment in them must have 

heightened the sense of vindication he showed at the early 

martyrdom of the Carthusians and Dr Reynolds. (20) 

After his controversy with St German, More did not 

completely abandon his treatment of controversial issues. His 

defense of Catholic doctrine is found not only in the writings 

he began outside the Tower and finished as its prisoner, but 

also in those works written wholly from his cell. Almost the 

entire second lecture of chapter 4 of the Treatise upon the 

Passion of Christ dealt exclusively with a defense of 

18 LPVIII, 963. 

19 CW13, clxii-clxiii; Rogers, Correspondence, 523. 

20 Roper, 80-81. 
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traditional teaching on the sacrament of the altar. He 

criticized those who received the eucharist while denying the 

real presence and especially the priests who consecrated the 

host and permitted laymen to communicate under both 

species. (21) Because he felt many had traded the promise of 

heaven for temporal worldly pleasure, penance and the value of 

ascetic works were upheld as a divine commandments--we are to 

put away the 'pleasures of this worlde... [and] seke for the 

contrary and suffer displeasure and payne. ' (22) This theme was 

to form the nucleus of his De Tristitia Christi. More also 

fired a few parting shots at the Lutheran heretics in his 

Dialogue of Comfort against Tribulation. Vincent spoke More's 

piece when discussing a Lutheran preacher who lead his 

listeners one step at a time deeper into heresies they would 

never have accepted initially. (23) It was the same argu ment 

More used in his controversy with St German and undoubtedly the 

one he had in mind when accusing the bishops of a lack of 

vigilance in his Dialogue of Heresies. But given the 

astonishing amount of writing More completed in the Tower, the 

lack of explicit controversial material in these works attests 

to the fact that he felt his 'hole study shuld be vppon the 

passyon of Chryst and... [his] owne passage owt of thys 

worlde. '(24) His few comments on contemporary English events 

and issues add nothing to his more systematic analyses found in 

his major controversial works. 

Yet these writings do illuminate More's final assessment 

21 CW13,136-174; CW14 355/1-12,391/1-10. 

22 CW13,47/18-30. 

23 CW12 95/2-6. 

24 Rogers, Correspondence, 552. 
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of those events. He decried the corrupting and misleading 

blandishments offered to great men by 'state freres and 

chapleyns' which allowed such men to shirk their own devotions 

in general and in times of tribulation in particular although 

he allowed that the prayers of any priest and especially a Mass 

could be useful in overcoming troubles. (25) He pressed firmly 

on the problem of false illusions, especially those among 

regulars of holy reputation, in a discussion obviously sparked 

by his memory of the Nun of Kent affair. (26) And he did not 

refrain from jarring the clergy again with a few comments 

mentioning the sins of pride and simony. (27) More also lamented 

the decrease in observance of outward ceremonies. (28) He 

exhorted laymen to honor prelates and priests for the sake of 

their divine authority, which priests and prelates-'shuld them 

self of mekenesse, as faste agayne putte it [i. e. this honor] 

fro. theym. '(29) He chastised any layman who 'stealeth his tithe 

from his curate, to whom hys duty were to pay it in God's 

steade' but faulted more the 'euyl curate hymselfe' who 

misspent his tithe selfishly giving none to the poor. (30) And 

as ever, More urged the clergy, prelates included, to rule by 

example as Christ himself had done-- 'the thynges that they byd 

other men do, do it firste theim selfe. '(31)'But these comments 

are desultory, indicating only that More's ideas concerning the 

25 CW12 46/8-11,76/8-12,121/14-18,152/24-25,155/17-18. 

26 CW12 129/14ff; see also Rogers, Correspondence, 480-86. 

27 CW12 161/25-30,162/13-14. 

28 CW13 97/21-99/7. 

29 CW13 117/1-9. 

30 CW13 80/17-23. 

31 CW13 113/1-114/11. 
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role as well as the shortcomings of the clergy had not changed. 

Throughout the Dialogue of Comfort against Tribulation are 

exhortations to suffer the persecutions inflicted upon the 

faithful by the 'mid-day devil'. The theme is sharpened in the 

final book where More laments 'those folyes... that for the 

short vse of this worldly substaunce, forsake [Christ] & his 

faythe & sell their so wies vnto the devill for euer. '(32) More 

praised those regulars who had a history of resisting the 

blandishments of the world and had shut themselves into their 

cells to watch and pray. He especially noted the Carthusians, 

the Brigettines, and the Poor Clares (33) as having been 

prepared by their life of faith to resist the snares of the 

devil--and by the time he wrote the Dialogue of Comfort he may 

have heard of the resistance to the oath offered by the 

Carthusians. It was not until the Treatise on the Passion of 

Christ and the De Tristitia Christi that he began to warm to 

the theme that indeed that the persecutions of the 'mid-day 

devil' involved nothing less than another betrayal of Christ. 

In the Treatise on the Passion of Christ More implied that 

the spiritual decay which had plagued the pre-Christian Jews 

was again present in England where the process which lead to 

the decay was repeating itself. Among the Jews of ancient 

Israel there had been for a long time only one chief priest. By 

the time of Jesus, this hierarchy had been perverted; 'by 

ambicion of the priestes, vsurpacion and couetice of the 

kynges' there came to be many chief priests and 'the right 

order of the makyng or chosing of the byshop was chaunged, and 

32 CW12,237/12-13. 

33 CW12 276/20-28. Joyce Leigh, to whom More had dedicated 
his Life of Pico, was a Poor Clare. 
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they were put in and put out by the kynges... sometyme for money 

too.... '(34) In this remarkable passage, More labored the 

account of the corruption of the high priesthood, expanding 

freely from his source in the Glossa ordinaria which made no 

mention of the covetousness of kings. (35) Taken with More's 

earlier statement that in England the king made both the 

secular judges as well as the ordinaries (36) this is a strong 

indication of More's profound belief that secular powers had no 

right to meddle in the spiritual hierarchy. The passage ended 

with a denunciation of the high priests for their part in the 

trial of Jesus--' those to whom it specially belonged to 

prouyde for an innocents surety, they were these lo, that 

specially gathered together to compasse an innocentes 

death. '(37) More later returned to this evil confederacy; 'So 

too, not the dregs of the crowd but the elders of the people, 

the scribes, pharisees, priests, and high priests, the princes 

of the priests, whose duty it was to see that justice was done 

and to promote the affairs of God, these were the very 

ringleaders in a conspiracy to extinguish the sun of justice 

and to destroy the only begotten son of God. '(38) The fact that 

the highest men in the realm were the very ones encompassing a 

religious reform More could not countenance came as an ironic 

shock to the man who had always feared heresy from the loose 

and licentious 'dregs of the crowd. ' 

More also accused England's prelates of deserting Jesus. 

34 CW13 72/32-73/7. 

35 CW13 261. 

36 Workes, 991/c. 

37 CW13 73/30-74/3. 

38 CW14 371/5-10. 
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Expanding on the same divine injunction central to the Dialogue 

of Comfort against Tribulation in which Christians were 

commanded not to deny their faith for the sake of passing 

worldly gain, in the De Tristitia -Christi, More defined 

precisely that the essential component of this denial was the 

fact that it was a public statement. Christ asked us to suffer 

death rather than to fall from him--and we fell from him indeed 

when we 'coram mundo' denied our faith. (39) All of England, 

save a few priests and regulars in the Tower or elsewhere, were 

'coram mundo' by public oath accepting Henry VIII as the head 

of the English Church. (40) 

But More's strongest accusation against the prelates and 

other clergy was his implication that they were involved in 

nothing less than another betrayal of Christ.. His well- 

developed analogy of the sleeping disciples, whom he always 

maintained as the direct predecessors of the bishops, runs 

throughout the De Tristitia Christi. He explored the meaning 

of the scene in Gesthemane when Jesus returned to find his 

disciples asleep for which he rebuked them. More saw in this 

rebuke the message that Christ 'gave to the future pastors of 

His church a solemn injunction not to allow themselves the 

slightest wavering, out of sadness or weariness or fear. '(41) 

All the while the disciples were sleeping, Judas was awake. 

More asked bitterly, 'Why do not bishops contemplate in this 

scene their own somnolence? Since they have succeeded in the 

39 CW14 61/6-10. 

40 Although -More went to the Tower before the Act of 
Supremacy had been passed, it was not long afterward that the 
greater part of England's bishops had sworn to it as well as the 
earlier oath accompanying the Act of Succession. See LPVIII, 190, 
311,494,803. 

41 CW14 195/10-197/2. 



234 

place of the apostles, would that they would reproduce their 

virtues just as eagerly as they embrace their authority and as 

faithfully as they display their sloth and sleepiness. '(42) 

This scene, in which the followers of Christ slept while 

his betrayer watches has happened 'through the ages from those 

times even to our own. '(43) More repeated his charge that his 

analogy of the sleeping apostles applied well to 'those bishops 

who sleep while virtue and faith are placed in jeopardy' 

although it did not apply to all bishops equally--while some 

slept as the apostles slept through grief and sadness, some 

were 'numbed and buried in destructive desires; that is, drunk 

with the new wine of the devil, the flesh, and the 

world... '(44) and were more like the watching, betraying Judas. 

One bishop whom More had in mind as having been drunk with the 

new wine of the devil, the flesh and the world would have been 

Cranmer. He was widely reputed to. be a Lutheran, which in 

More's mind convicted him of sins of the flesh reminiscent of 

Luther's much deplored wedding. Cranmer's own marriage--and he 

had been married twice, which would by Canon law prohibit him 

from becoming a bishop, would have been known to More. And his 

wife, the niece of a known German Lutheran would have 

confirmed in More's mind Cranmer's heretical character. In 

addition, he had recently been raised from obscurity to the 

dignity of an archbishop, which involved him deeply in worldly 

ambition. There were also bishops who slept not out of malice 

and devilish designs, but out of 'fear of injury to 

themselves, ' a. fear made all the more damning if it involved a 

42 CW14 259/10-261/11. 

43 CW14 259/10. 

44 CW14 261/7-263/2,275/1-6. 
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fear of loss of money [i. e. deprivation]. (45) 

More's imprisonment, as he ceaselessly pointed out, 

involved his own soul. Although he repeatedly claimed to be no 

man's judge, his castigation of the bishops capitulating in 

what he saw as the ultimate test of Christian fidelity was 

based on their abandonment of their flock--theirs was more than 

a personal matter for it involved the souls of others. Christ's 

admonition to fear not those who kill the body but him who can 

send the soul to hell had been only a general injunction. Over 

and above this there was a separate charge 'to the high office 

of prelates: He [i. e. Christ] does not allow them to be 

concerned only about their own souls or merely to take refuge 

in silence until they are dragged out and forced to choose 

between open profession or lying dissimulation, but He also 

wished them to come forth if they see that the flock entrusted 

to them is in danger and to face the danger of their own accord 

for the good of the flock. '(46) Those prelates who saved their 

own lives to the detriment of their flocks 'do not sleep like 

Peter, they make his waking denial. '(47) 

More softened his criticisms by adding that most of the 

prelates who had failed Christ in his hour of need would 

eventually save themselves by weeping, repentance, and a new 

life, and that for these bishops men should pray. (48) Despite 

his condemnation of England's prelates, More conceded that the 

present trials may be part of God's inscrutable plan. He 

referred back to the betrayal of. Jesus: 'Therefore, while the 

45 CW14 265/1-267/4. 

46 CW14 269/1-10. 

47 CW14 273/1-2. 

48 CW14 273/2-7,281/1-283/2. 
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high priests and the princes of the priests... in short, all 

these accursed and wicked magistrates, were taking pride in 

their masterful plan for capturing Christ cleverly, they 

were nothing more than tools of God.... '(49) Thus in the end 

More suggested again his absolute trust that although this 

latest betrayal of Jesus had been co-extensive with the first, 

God would not permit his Church to continue in error, nor would 

the gates of hell prevail against it. 

49 CW14 535/3-7. 
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More was 58 years old when he was executed. His life 

spanned one of the most momentous periods in English history, a 

period in which the English church separated itself from Roman 

jurisdiction and, in More's mind, from the common corps of 

Christendom. More compared this re-establishment of English 

Christianity under the temporal authority of the crown and 

parliament to a second betrayal of Christ. 

Most of More's writings in which he revealed his thoughts 

on the sacrament of Holy Orders and the men upon whom it was 

conferred were polemical in motive and reactionary in 

character. His treatment of Orders and the English clergy was 

unsystematic yet self-consistent despite the often fragmentary 

nature of his controversial effort. 

In addition to his career as public defender of the clergy 

and traditional doctrine, More was a privileged associate of 

England's highest prelates. As befitting his own status, 

More's contacts with these churchmen were frequent and in many 

cases quite close. His early years with Archbishop Morton, his 

quasi-discipleship with John Colet, and his long-lasting 

association with the London Carthusians well attest that he 

moved among England's brightest ecclesiastical stars from an 

early age. Having such contacts enabled More to speak with 

conviction and confidence when discussing ecclesiastical 

matters, especially matters concerning the reform of the 

clergy. These personal contacts provided him with examples of 

the personnel of the church as it stood from which he could 

judge clerical authority, its legitimate jurisdiction, and the 

proper relationship members of the clergy ought to have in 

secular society. There is little evidence to suggest More 

developed a deep interest in theology despite his friendship 
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with various theologians among the clergy, and no indication in 

his works of any independent theological inquiry relevant to 

his views on Holy Orders. More took traditional doctrine for 

granted and devoted himself to defending it with reference to 

specific allegations and challenges rather than asserting the 

validity of traditional teaching on Orders based on a 

systematic analysis. 

The first expression of More's views on Holy Orders was a 

call for reform among the English clergy. In this he followed 

closely the precepts of his humanist studies and in particular 

the belief that certain disciplines trained the soul in virtue 

and could be applied to Christian sources and teaching to 

produce a revitalized theology grounded on a reappraisal of 

original Christian texts and a realization of classical virtues 

perfected by Christian revelation. This reform was not 

essentiallytheological but moral and had its roots in the desire 

to see an invigorated clergy preaching and teaching a simpler 

Christian message. It decreased reliance on theological 

speculation and increased the practice of devotion. More hoped 

that such a program would result in a reorientation of the 

Church or at least its leadership and to that end men like 

Colet and Erasmus had applied their talent. Once initiated at 

the upper levels of the clergy, the reform would percolate down 

and gradually spread throughout the parish clergy of England. 

More was tremendously influenced by this scenario of reform and 

the men who advocated it. In accordance with the stress placed 

on linguistic ability with which to appropriate the requisite 

classical virtues and the skill necessary to approach Scripture 

in its original form, More involved himself deeply in the study 

of classical Latin and Greek. Clearly not everyone had the 
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leisure or inclination to pursue the rigo sous course of such 

studies, and the program imagined by these reformers was 

necessarily restricted in its application to the top echelon 

of English clergy. 

These academic pursuits were offset by More's 

contemporaneous assimilation of the contemplative devotion 

offered by the London Carthusians. It was the Carthusians who 

served as More's ideal of the regular clergy and from whom he 

received the first fruits of the English devotional tradition 

so different from the wisdom of the Latin authors. These two 

strands are rather uneasily intertwined in More's translation 

of Pico's Life and the resulting hybrid temporarily served More 

as an example of the goal of all Christian lives--learned, 

inquiring, virtuous, but strongly tempered by resignation to 

the will of God. 

More's thoughts on the clergy as an institution within the 

Church are not well developed until 1515-1516 at the earliest. 

Instead he considers the person of the priest in so far as it 

exhibits his ideal of Christian virtue. His criticisms are 

strictly ad hominem and ethical. There is no indication of any 

consideration of the clerical function within the economy of 

salvation, the distribution of sacramental grace, or 

ecclesiastical jurisdiction within Christian society. 

When More wrote his 'Letter to Dorp' and the Utopia, what 

had been desultory and inconclusive remarks on the clergy were 

given a somewhat more thorough expression. In his letter to 

Dorp More mentioned for the first time what was to become a 

cardinal tenet in his understanding of the highest 

ecclesiastical office and the traditional authority of the 

Church -- the apostolic succession. He did not develop this 
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understanding of apostolic succession as a channel of 

revelation or a basis for episcopal authority within and 

without the Church nor did he explore the broader role of 

Church hierarchy. His simple assertion that indeed the 

episcopal office traced back to the original disciples of 

Christ was occas^ioned by Dorp's irreverent comments and once 

mentioned it was dropped. But it shows that More was aware of 

the traditional view of apostolic succession. The main point 

of More's letter was to attack scholastic theology and assert 

his view of the proper hierarchy of values necessary for 

Christian living. It also revealed a view of the clergy which 

accepted the traditional bifurcation of society into the 

bipartite divisions of spiritualty and temporalty reflected in 

the sacrament of Orders. 

In his Utopia, More pursued the vital importance of 

personal virtue in the clergy to its logical end. He again 

assumed but did not explain the division of society into 
in Utopia 

spiritual and lay components, a division whichAcould not have 

arisen out of sin but rather out of nature, and presented the 

strongest possible case for spiritual authority based on moral 

guidance. In the Utopia, the clergy were legitimately 

authorized by reason and natural law to exercise a governing 

role-- a role which could only be enhanced in Christian society 

by the authority of Christ and his establishment of Orders. 

Because the Utopian clergy were paragons of virtue, their 

efficacy was near absolute. A belief in the salutary effects 

of an exemplary leadership, especially in moral issues where 

law, obediece and right is an inadequate description for the 

complex relationship between virtue, teaching and behaviour, 

was to remain another of More's cardinal tenets throughout his 
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life. But the very real limits posed by Utopia's rationally 

grounded religion prevented More from developing (or at least 

presenting) a treatment of the role of the clergy with 

reference to their sacramental powers and in particular to 

their specific commission from Christ. Nonetheless, More 

showed his Utopian priests to be bound by a higher ethical 

standard which he later claimed held true for the Christian 

clergy as well. He heavily criticized the Christian regulars 

both implicitly and explicitly but praised the common way of 

life among religious as being most in accordance with Christian 

practice. 

Although he later modified his insistence on an exemplary 

Christian clergy lest such insistence support Protestant 

emphasis on a charismatic priesthood in defiance of the 

sacrament of Orders, More did not relax his views on the link 

between clerical quality and quantity. As first presented in 

the Utopia, the extrem ly high demands on the character of the 

priest should be acknowledged when admitting men into the 

ranks. As he later reiterated in his controversial works 

against Tyndale, there was no need to alter the doctrinal basis 

for or understanding of the clergy when a simple reduction in 

their numbers would go far in alleviating clerical ills. In 

the Utopia, priests were ordained as vacancies appeared, a 

suggestion More still advanced in his polemical writings 

fifteen years later. 

More's defence of the sacrament of Holy Orders in the 

Responsio ad Lutherum did not produce a systematic analysis of 

the priesthood. He was content to rely entirely on the 

traditional teaching of the Church and concentrated his efforts 

on establishing the sacramental nature of Orders and the grace 
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and powers it conferred. More reiterated but did not explore 

the apostolic succession, preferring to emphasize the 

distinction between ecclesiastical office and officer. His ad 

hoc argument was not only a reflection of More's own lack of 

theological background when treating Holy orders -- he was, 

after all, attempting to buttress the king's work and to that 

end mirrored the king's words-- but it was an approach which 

was to hamper his efforts as a controversialist throughout his 

career. More tacitly assumed tradtional doctrine and only 

revealed his positive understanding of orders in connection 

with the celebration of the Mass. He was at particular pains to 

refute Luther's emphasis on a priesthood based on charisma and 

confirmed by the congregation. As a result he declined to 

enter into any discussion of the office of preaching and the 

role it played in discharging clerical obligation. By denying 

any. validity of a charismatic basis for clerical authority, 

More was forced to insist on an absolute distinction between 

the personal devotion exhibited by a cleric and the efficacity 

of the sacrament he administered. This was to be the central 

argument of More's understanding of the priesthood-- the priest 

was empowered by Christ to administer the sacraments and 

therein lay his primary function. He did assert that corrupt 

priests, while celebrating valid sacraments, did so to their 

own damnation which indicates More's own appraisal of the 

debilitating effect lack of calling had for a corrupt clergy. 

So far as any positive teaching on the nature of Holy 

Orders is concerned, the Responsio ad Lutherum is notable more 

for what it omits than what it asserts, which holds true for 

More's later controversial efforts as well. There is no 

treatment of the role of bishops nor of the teaching mission of 



243 

the Church or clergy. The sacrament of Orders was largely 

discussed in terms of its authority-- that is, given the 

distinction between temporalty and spiritualty, the clergy had 

been given the authority to administer sacramental grace to all 

Christians. Their jurisdiction was the result of this 

commission given by Christ and codified by the Church's 

institutions in which the clergy held offices as its governing 

agents. Over and above this, More developed an understanding 

of the clergy as partial transmitters of an on-going revelation 

which had been vouchsafed to the entire Church, but he 

neglected to make a detailed presentation of the function of 

the clergy in relation to Christ's promise of perpetual 

guidance given to the entire body of faithful. 

The mandate to refute English heresy forced More to look 

deeper into his concept of Holy Orders than he had when dealing 

with Luther but again the form of his polemic inhibited a 

theological and systematic appraisal of the priesthood. His 

main effort so far as orders was concerned was directed towards 

establishing the clergy as ministers of sacramental grace. The 

priesthood had been given sacramental power by Christ and 

served as his vicars in the Church militant. His entire view 

of the clergy, particularly of the secular clergy, was 

dominated by their sacred function. He also reasserted the 

distinction, made in the Responsio ad Lutherum, between office 

and office-holder and again down-played preaching as a primary 

duty of the clergy. He did attempt a treatment of spiritual 

authority which stressed that the law of love commanded by 

Christ gave the clergy the right to legislate to all Christians 

and that this authority was discharged in matters such as 

penance, correction, and punishment. But his treatment of 
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authority and its relationship to individual Christians is not 

developed and More dropped it when his point had been made. 

Clerical reform occupied an important place in More's 

treatment of the English clergy even in his controversial 

works. Because he felt there was no need to reform the teaching 

on Holy Orders, his call for reform always presented itself in 

specific criticisms of specific abuses which were seen as the 

result of purely human weaknesses. More insisted on the 

adequacy of existing laws governing Holy Orders and on the 

ability of the Church's own legal machinery to correct any such 

laws if required. The main problems responsible for clerical 

decay, which More never denied, were the slack enforcement of 

existing precepts by the bishops and the debilitating 

overabundance of men in orders. In all of his English 

controversial works More mentioned the need for a reduction in 

the number of clergy and a stricter adherence to accepted 

ecclesiastical laws. 

In both of his lengthy works against Tyndale, More focused 

his discussion of the clergy on their role as ministers of the 

sacraments. He gave little attention to the episcopacy and 

dwelt only briefly on the significance of apostolic succession. 

At times he saw the bishops as direct descendants of the 

apostles but did not develop this in terms of their 

jurisdiction within the Church. At other times he saw all 

priests as successors of the apostles, especially in their 

mission to celebrate the sacraments. Because bishops are 

priests, they partake of this relationship between all priests 

and Christ, but because they are also rulers of priests they 

are given extraordinary powers over them. This is stated in 

More's final works, but neither in his writings against Tyndale 
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nor in the Tower works does More detail the precise 

relationship between ordinary and priest. The most fundamental 

link connecting those in orders with Christ was seen to be in 

the celebration of the sacraments. - More followed the 

Augustinian view what when a priest celebrated, it was infact 

Christ who celebrated. This was the power of holy office which 

transcended any and all personality. 

The role played by the clergy in the on-going revelation 

was central but not exclusive. The promised guidance of the 

Spirit and the abiding presence of Christ had been given to the 

entire Church, unlike some of Christ's words which More saw as 

directed primarily to the clergy as governors of the Church. 

But certain elements within this traditional revelation were 

preserved and transmitted solely by the clergy. More gave as 

an example of this the fundamental knowledge pertaining to the 

celebration of the Mass. 

Although he constantly stressed the irrelevance of a 

priest's personal traits to the celebration of a valid 

sacrament, More nonetheless felt that priests should be of 

exemplary virtue. Because they must incline and exhort the 

laity to piety and observance by teaching and preaching, 

personal holiness was an invaluable asset, but More was careful 

to indicate that it was not definitive. His constant emphasis 

on their sacramental -duties inhibited a treatment of their 

other pastoral duties but his repeated insistance that the 

clergy were of a higher order than the laity and thus bound to 

higher standards showed that clerical behaviour was not an 

issue he took lightly. 

More's treatment of the clergy was first and foremost a 

defence. He saw it his task to refute any and every damaging 
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allegation and took as his starting point the allegations 

themselves. Thus the orientation of his thought as revealed in 

his works is largely determined by those he is refuting and 

shows a marked difference from his non-controversial writings. 

His defence assumed the traditional teaching on Holy Orders and 

as his theological analysis was directed mainly in areas of 

ecclesiology, any discussion of the clergy was expressed 

sporadically. 

Traditional teaching concerning Holy Orders was not the 

only undeveloped assumption underlying More's controversial 

works. He also took for granted the basic and vital separation 

of society into its two spheres which had its roots in the 

divinely established hierarchy of authority. Society was 

divided between ruler and ruled and between spiritual and 

temporal. The division between ruler and ruled was a product 

of nature and the clergy naturally fell within the ruling ranks 

as shown by the Utopia. The division between spiritualty and 

temporalty was not a product of nature but of sin, and within 

this context the spiritual officers, the clergy, exercised 

their exclusive authority. Because of sin, man required grace 

to regain and retain his right relationship with God and the 

priesthood was the institution through which this grace, in the 

form of the sacraments, was dispensed. The Church as a whole 

provided the context in which the clergy operated but it was as 

officers specially empowered within this context that the 

clergy discharged their primary function. Despite his legal 

training, More did not develop a justification for the existing 

hierarchy of jurisdiction within the Church and the role of the 

clergy within that hierarchy and he did not explore the basis 

for the Church's continued authority in matters not 
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specifically associated with sacraments or their celebration. 

In particular he does not discuss the ruling function of 

bishops or the relationship between spiritual and temporal 

authority other than to insist on the-cooperation of the two 

spheres of jurisdiction with the assumption that the temporal 

sphere will abide by and abet legitimate spiritual 

jurisdiction. When More did treat the episcopal office in its 

ruling capacity it is with the analogy of secular judges which 

took for granted both the spiritual/temporal division within 

society as a whole and the prelates' position as spiritual 

leaders within the Church. Any further discussion of the 

episcopal office was expressed on an ad hoc basis which 

prevented the necessary in-depth presentation called for by the 

controversy involving spiritual authority and 

parliamentary/royal ascendancy. When the legislative 

independence of the English church was threatened, an 

independence More saw as inviolable as the separation of 

society into spiritual and temporal components, he did put 

aside his ad hoc approach for the time and argued forcefully 

for the preservation of ecclesiastical self-governance but only 

within the restricting framework of heresy which his mandate 

permitted. What emerged was More's unambiguous view that the 

spiritual authority wielded by the officers of the Church was 

not subject to royal' or parliamentary review. The need to 

develop this view drew More away from the issue of the 

particular offices within the Church into a discussion of the 

Church as a whole as an independent legislative body whose 

integrity had been established by Christ and whose continued 

ability to govern itself was tied to the indwelling of the 

Spirit. 
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More's activity as a patron of ecclesiastical livings 

reflected many of his views on the clergy. His emphasis on the 

need for education is seen in the fact that all but one of his 

presentees were known graduates with the probability that the 

exception --John Larke, More's own parish priest-- had at least 

some university education if not a degree. His presentations 

also indicate that More, like all patrons of his day including 

England's most theologically conservative and devout, accepted 

the fact of pluralism as a necessary part of the clerical 

estate. His presentees were typical pluralists and all 

existing records indicate that they behaved responsibly toward 

their cures with one exception-- Dr Leyson, the most highly 

educated of those More presented to a cure, seems to have 

neglected a small country chapel annexed to his parish church. 

More clearly supported in theory the widespread use of 

ecclesiastical livings as payment for services rendered to the 

crown or secular government so long as it did not adversely 

affect the cure of souls. The acceptance of this practice, 

which doubtless led to many abuses, reflects More's view that 

the spiritualty and temporalty may in the end exercise 

different authority nonetheless for the common good. 

What little evidence there is for More's familiarity with 

the situation in the English parishes indicates that he 

understood many of the abuses (e. g. fictitious titles, clerical 

ignorance) but may have been less aware of others. His 

polemical writings necessarily passed over any grounds for 

serious tension between the clergy and laity but his contacts 

with ecclesiastical judges and his own clerical litigants 

reveal that he was faced with examples of considerable anti. 

clerical and anti-sacerdotal feeling throughout England. Much 
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of this sentiment was doubtless generated by financial claims 

of the clergy upon the laity which in turn may have been linked 

to the poverty of stipendäry curates but there is no indication 

that More felt the clergy as a whole exacted too much in 

claiming their God-given right to tithes and other payments. 

His entire discussion of ecclesiastical finances is colored by 

his defence of accepted clerical practices and exhibits none of 

the reforming hints often glimpsed in his discussion of other 

ecclesiastical matters. 

In conclusion, More's understanding of the sacrament of 

Holy Orders assumed late-medieval teaching which remained 

implicit throughout his works. His defence of the sacramental 

character of Holy Orders relied on both Scriptural and non- 

scriptural authority and did not develop into a dialogue with 

the emerging concept of a priesthood founded on a more 

charismatic basis despite More's early emphasis on the need for 

a reformed and devoted clergy. To a large degree his treatment 

of the clergy was determined by what he perceived to be the 

most effective strategy of refutation and counter-offensive, 

which demanded that he treat point by point in his polemic the 

issues raised by his opponents. This, in turn, meant that More 

was prevented from setting his own agenda and developing his 

own grounds on which to pursue the subject of Holy Orders. It 

is impossible to assess to what degree More's personal view of 

the clergy was shaped by his public works. It can best be seen 

in those points held in common among all his polemical and non- 

polemical writings. He continually chastised inadequate 

priests and praised exemplary ones on grounds of personal 

devotion and learning. He generally restricted his positive 

pronouncements to the secular clergy and throughout his 
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writings runs a thread of disapproval for all but a few 

religious. While his silence on the topic of regulars as an 

institution may conceal a lack of familiarity with the accepted 

teaching associated with their position, - it is more likely that 

More found in them little to praise in a career of defending 

the clerical estate. The thrust of his treatment of Holy 

Orders and the English clergy is directed at the distribution 

of saving grace through the celebration of the sacraments, a 

view which by its very nature assumes a pastoral context. 

As the nature of the threat to the established Church in 

England changed from doctrinal to juridical, More adapted his 

writings. For many he was seen to execute an abrupt about face- 

- defending on principle what he had earlier attacked. But 

More never abandoned his criticisms of the clergy. -Positively, 

these criticisms changed in scope from a discussion of the men 

in ecclesiastical office to the basis of the office itself. 

Negatively, they did not change at all but diminished as More 

perceived an increasing anti-clerical element in the thought 

and writing of those he set about to refute. When he did 

advance positive criticism of specific clerical practices or 

faults such as the need to limit the number of men in Orders, 

he directed his comments to the prelates from whom all 

legitimate change within the English church must come. But 

such change itself could only be legitimate if it harmonized 

with the larger body of Christians of whom the English prelates 

and indeed the entire assembly of English Christians formed 

only one small part. 
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