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St. Thomas More is best remembered as the great English statesman, humanist, and scholar who re-
fused to submit to Henry VIII and suffered death by beheading rather than compromise his belief in 
the spiritual supremacy of the Pope. It was a unique act of commitment to the Faith at a time when 
almost the entire English hierarchy, together with "all the best learned men of the realm," succumbed 
almost without a whimper. But there is another aspect of the life of St. Thomas More which also needs 
to be considered: it is the story of More's life as husband and father and as educator of his children. 
More lived his Christian vocation as a family man with exquisite care and effectiveness, despite the 
exceptional demands made on his time by professional and state affairs.

Wife and children

In 1505 when More was twenty-seven, he married Jane Colt, a girl of seventeen, the daughter of a le-
gal colleague. She gave birth to four children, three girls and a boy, in quick succession; but, tragically 
for More, she died within six years of marriage just when she was developing into "an ideal life com-
panion." He loved his wife dearly and had brought her to share in his literary and musical interests. 
More, however, was no romantic. He needed a mother for his four young children and needed her 
quickly. Within a few months of the death of his first wife he married Alice Middleton, a widow some 
years older than himself, strong willed and somewhat stubborn of character whom More was wont af-
fectionately to describe as "nec bella nec puella," neither a pearl nor a girl. Yet she was an active and 
vigilant housewife, and their life together was, as Erasmus tells us, "as sweet and amicable as if she 
had all the charms of Youth." "You will scarcely find a husband" he says, "who, by authority or sever-
ity, has gained such ready compliance as More by playful flattery." She was a woman who excelled in 
good sense and experience rather than in learning. She ran the entire More household "with wonder-
ful tact, assigning to each a task, and requiring its performance, allowing no one to be idle or to be oc-
cupied in trifles."2

Shortly before his execution More composed a brief epitaph to be inscribed on the tomb which he had 
built at Chelsea for Dame Alice and himself. He had the remains of his first wife, Jane, transferred to 
this tomb and recorded his affection for both in the following words: 

One of these ladies, my wife in the days of my youth, has made me father of a son and three daugh-
ters; the other has been as devoted to her stepchildren (a rare attainment in a stepmother) as very few  
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mothers are to their own children. The one lived out her life with me, and the other still lives with me 
on such terms that I cannot decide whether I did love the one or do love the other more. 0, how hap-
pily we could have lived all three together if faith and morality permitted. Well, I pray that the grave, 

that heaven, will bring us together. Thus death will give what life could not.3

More's household included not only his own four children, Margaret, Elizabeth, Cecily, and John, but 
in addition several other young people who were educated under his personal supervision. It is clear 
from his letters that the life of this household gave More his deepest pleasure. His sense of humor re-
duced everything to proper proportions; and his son-in-law, William Roper, records that not once in 
the sixteen years he lived with him did he ever see More "in a fume." More's affectionate relationship 
with his family and his practical concern for their education can best be illustrated by extracts from 
some of the exquisite letters he wrote to his children. If he could not be with them as often as he 
wished, he made up for it by writing to them whenever he could, and he encouraged them to write to 
him even daily. "I cannot adequately express, my delightful daughters, how greatly pleased I am by 
your charming letters," he tells them. "For believe me truly there is nothing which refreshes me so 
much in the midst of this bothersome business as reading what comes from you. And so I long with all 
my heart to hasten home."4

On another occasion he tells them that he will not accept any excuses for not writing, neither lack of 
time nor want of subject matter. "How can you possibly lack something to say when I am glad to hear 
about your studies and your games." He is even more pleased that, when there is nothing to write 
about, they would "write just that at great length," which, he playfully remarks should be no trouble to 
the girls who are so talkative by nature and constantly at it.5 But he did insist that whether they were 
writing about serious matters or the merest nonsense, it should be done diligently and thoughtfully. 
As he told his children, More was interested in every aspect of their lives, even the most banal. He es-
tablished a deep friendship with each one of them, and so it was natural that they confided everything 
to him. More used his brilliant gift for friendship in a special way with his children since he realized 
that this relationship was one of the most effective means available to him for their formation and 
education.

Margaret, his favorite

Margaret, his eldest daughter, was his favorite child. She had all of her father's intellectual talents; she 
also had his charm. She understood his jests and his pieties. With her alone he shared his deeper con-
cerns and preoccupations. More wrote many letters to Margaret, and they give testimony to a mutual 
love and affection, and to an intimacy of spirit which finds few parallels in literature. He reminds her 
how lenient a father he is: 

You know how often I have kissed, how rarely spanked you, and then only with a peacock's tail: even 
that I wielded gently, with hesitation, lest it should leave a sorry welt across your tender buttocks. The 

man who would not weep at the tears of his child is a brute unworthy to be called a father.6 
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When she wrote to her father, obviously with some reluctance, asking for money, she received the fol-
lowing indulgent reply:

You are too bashful and timid in your request for money, since you are asking from a father who is 
eager to give, and since you have written to me a letter such that I would not only repay each line of it 
with a golden philippine (as Alexander did the verses of Choerilos), but, if my means were as great as 
my desire, I would reward each syllable with two ounces of gold. As it is, I send only what you have 
asked, but would have added more, except that as I am eager to give, so I like to be asked and coaxed 
by my daughter, especially by you, whom virtue and learning have made so dear to my heart. So the 
sooner you spend this money well, as you always do, and the sooner you ask for more, the more will 

you be sure of pleasing your father. Good-bye, my dearest child.7 

Margaret was thirteen at the time.
At sixteen she married William Roper, one of the young people who were educated in More's extended 
family. In a letter which More wrote to her sometime afterwards, he teases her about the child she is 
expecting:

In your letter you speak of your imminent confinement. We pray most earnestly that all may go hap-
pily and successfully with you. May God and our Blessed Lady grant you happily and safely to in-
crease your family by a little one like to his mother in everything except sex. Yet let it by all means be a 
girl, if only she will make up for the inferiority of her sex by her zeal to imitate her mother's virtue and 
learning. Such a girl I would prefer to three boys.8

When More was imprisoned and kept incommunicado, Margaret wrote letters which were his greatest 
"pleasure and comfort" during his fifteen months in the Tower.9 More also wrote to Margaret from 
prison. Many of these letters have survived and they give a wonderful insight into the state of his soul 
at the time of his execution.10 Margaret did everything possible to try to be of service to her father and 
to relieve his distress. She schemed until she eventually got permission to visit him and was happiest 
when she could share his company again. But it was to be for a very short time. Henry ruthlessly 
played out the charade of a trial and obtained More's conviction on a charge of treason. Margaret was 
waiting for her father at the Tower Wharf as he returned from Westminster Hall. Her reaction is best 
described in a contemporary account of More's execution: 

As they were bringing More back to the great Tower and before he entered it, one of his daughters, 
named Margaret, seized and overcome with great grief and sorrow for her father, forced her way 
right through the crowd, and without any respect for the people there or the public place she was in, 
rushed up to her father and threw her arms about his neck, holding him tightly in her embrace with-
out being able to say a word. And then her father spoke to comfort her: “Margaret, have patience, do 
not torment yourself. It is the will of God. You have known the secret desire of my heart for a long 
time.” Then she stepped back some ten or twelve feet, but again she came forward to take him in her 
arms, and he, without shedding tears and without any change in his face or voice, simply told her to 

pray to God for his soul.11 
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The last thing More wrote was, fittingly, a letter to Margaret on the eve of his execution. Apart from 
personal messages for all the members of his family, he has a special farewell for her. "I never liked 
your manner toward me better than when you kissed me last, for I love when daughterly love and dear  
charity bath no leisure to look to worldly courtesy. Farewell my dear child and pray for me, and I shall 
for you and all your friends that we may merrily meet in heaven. I thank you for your great cost."12

After the execution she was responsible for rescuing her father's head from the spike on Tower Bridge 
where it had been impaled. She retained it as a pious relic during the rest of her life, and it was subse-
quently buried with her in the Roper vault at St. Dunstan's in Canterbury.

Education of children

More educated his family with a personal and loving care. Margaret, Elizabeth, Cecily, and John were 
taught Latin, Greek, logic, philosophy, theology, mathematics, and astronomy. This was a totally 
original approach to education since it was unheard of at that time that women should be given an 
education on a par with men. Margaret became a classical scholar in her own right, of sufficient 
standing to have a correction by her of a faulty Greek text of St. Cyprian accepted by contemporary 
scholars. The fame of his learned daughters became European through the praises of Erasmus, and 
was so great in England that they were invited by the King to have a philosophical debate in his pres-
ence.

But More's primary concern was to achieve a proper synthesis between learning and Christian virtue. 
In his work for the king and in his dealings with the humanists of the day More had frequently seen 
the stultifying effects of intellectual pride. How could he give his children the best possible education 
and at the same time protect them from vainglory?

More's answer was that properly motivated learning turns our attention towards things spiritual, thus 
weaning us from dependence on public praise. True learning, he says, will make us humble if we are 
taught by wise teachers. He would have liked to devote himself fully to the education of his children, 
but affairs of state caused him to rely heavily on tutors, and he chose these carefully. "Your zeal for 
knowledge binds me to you almost more closely than the ties of blood. If I did not love you so much I 
should be really envious of your happiness in having so many and such excellent tutors."13 He had en-
trusted his children to these good teachers but his expectations were very clear. In a famous letter to 
William Gunnell, one of the tutors, he confides in him his concern about not allowing "the pest of 
pride" to grow in the minds of his children. The more he sees of it the more he sees the need of setting 
to work on it from childhood:

 
That this plague of vainglory may be banished far from my children, I desire that you, my dear Gun-
nell, and their mother and all my friends, would sing this song to them, and repeat it, and beat it into 
their heads, that vainglory is a thing despicable and to be spit upon; and that there is nothing more 
sublime than that humble modesty so often praised by Christ; and this your prudent charity will so 
enforce as to teach virtue rather than reprove vice, and make them love good advice instead of hating 
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it... And thus you will bring about that my children, who are dear to me by nature, and still more dear 

by learning and virtue will become more dear by that advance in knowledge and good conduct.14

He continues in his letter, urging the need to:

…warn my children to avoid the precipices of pride and haughtiness, and to walk in the pleasant 
meadows of modesty; not to be dazzled by the sight of gold; not to lament that they do not possess 
what they erroneously admire in others; not to think more of themselves for gaudy trappings, nor less  
for the want of them; neither to deform the beauty that nature has given them by neglect, nor to try to  
heighten it by artifice; to put virtue in the first place, learning in the second; and in their studies to 
esteem most whatever may teach them piety towards God, charity to all, and Christian humility in 
themselves… By such means,they will receive from God the reward of an innocent life, and in the as-
sured expectation of it will view death without dread, and meanwhile possessing solid joy will neither 
be puffed up by the empty praise of men, nor dejected by evil tongues.

"These," he says, "I consider the real and genuine fruits of learning and I would maintain that those 
who give themselves to study with such intent will easily attain their end and become perfect."

Education of women

More's education of his daughters was exceptional at the time, and he was not unaware of the innova-
tion. "Since education in women is a new thing," he wrote to Gunnell, "and a reproach to the slothful-
ness of men, many will gladly assail it. If a woman (and this I desire and hope with you as their 
teacher for all my daughters) to eminent virtue of mind should add an outwork of even moderate skill 
in literature, I think she will have more real profit than if she had obtained the riches of Croesus and 
the beauty of Helen."

God-centered education

More is aware that Margaret has a greater intellectual capacity than the other children, and he en-
courages her to continue her studies even after her marriage, "in medical science and sacred literature 
so that you may be well furnished for the whole scope of human life which is to have a healthy soul in 
a healthy body."15 She has already laid the foundations for these higher studies, but her father is still 
of the opinion that she could "with great advantage give some years of [her] yet flourishing youth to 
humane letters and liberal studies." His friends are amazed when he shows them the letters he re-
ceives from Margaret. They cannot conceive that a woman could write so well and assume that it must 
have been done with the help of somebody else. More is saddened by this male prejudice against the 
intellectual capacity of women and particularly because it concerns his own beloved Meg. "Of all writ-
ers," he tells her, "you least deserve to be thus suspected. Even as a tiny child you could never endure 
to be decked out in another's finery. But, my sweetest Margaret, you are all the more deserving of 
praise on that account."16 More will always stand in the ranks of the defenders of feminine culture.
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More saw to it that it was God who was at the center of his children's lives, and not just an ideal of 
human perfection. Erasmus tells us that More had been careful "to have all his children, from their 
earliest years, thoroughly imbued with chaste and holy Morals."17 It was his custom to gather his 
household together at bedtime for night prayers. They would recite some of the psalms, the 
“Hail Holy Queen” and, finally, the “De Profundis” for the dead. Sundays and feast days were cele-
brated with special piety. Erasmus described More's household as a type of Christian Plato's academy.  
"Dice, cards, and flirtation were forbidden; gardening, study, music, and matrimony were 
encouraged."18 Yet More did not try to isolate his family in any way from the harsh realities of the 
world around them. The poor came and would often eat at More's table in Chelsea. To look after the 
aged and infirm in the neighborhood, More set up a special house in Chelsea and put Margaret in 
charge of it.

The laughter and tranquility of the More household was shattered temporarily when his son-in-law, 
William Roper, became infected with the new religious ideas of the Lutherans. More was infinitely pa-
tient and tried to reason with his son-in-law but to no avail. "I have borne a long time with your hus-
band," he said to Margaret; "I have reasoned and argued with him on these points of religion and 
given to him my poor fatherly counsel, but I perceive none of all this able to call him home; and, 
therefore, Meg, I will no longer dispute with him but will clean give him over and get me to God and 
pray for him."19 More's prayers were effective, since soon afterwards Roper returned to the fullness of 
the Faith, which he adhered to loyally for the rest of his life and at considerable personal cost.

Sociability

The author of A Man for All Seasons gives an eloquent description of More's sociability and capacity 
for friendship: 

Another thing that attracted me to this amazing man was his splendid social adjustment. So far from 
being one of society's sore teeth, he was, like the hero of Camus' La Chute, almost indecently success-
ful. He was respectably, not nobly born, in the merchant class, the progressive class of the epoch, dis-
tinguished himself first as a scholar, then as a lawyer, made an ambassador, finally Lord Chancellor. 
A visitors' book at his house in Chelsea would have looked like a sixteenth century Who's Who: Hol-
bein, Erasmus, Colet, everybody. He corresponded with the greatest minds in Europe as the represen-
tative and acknowledged champion of the New Learning in England. He was a friend of the King, who 
would send for More when his social appetites took a turn in that direction. He adored and was 
adored by his own large family. He parted with more than most men when he parted with this life, for 
he accepted and enjoyed his social context.20

Although More exercised the utmost refinement in his dealings with others, he was never influenced 
by human respect. He spoke directly and sincerely and expected the same response himself. "Just as I 
am not unwilling to admonish those I love, if it is of any importance to them, so too," he asserted, "I 
am certainly very happy to be admonished by my friends."21

He has severe words for those who prefer to hear palliatives rather than the truth about themselves: 
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People who gaze admiringly at us and applaud everything we do and tell us we are wonderful and 
holy, in other words, people who delude us and convert our stupidity into insanity, such people, of 
course, are honest and friendly; and, in turn, we tell them they are good and pious. However, the peo-
ple who do us a much more worthwhile service, those who tell us just exactly what we really are, they 
are dogs—growling, gnawing, vicious, green-eyed dogs.22 

He works on the principle that "loyal and affectionate advice, even if imprudent" always deserves 
praise and thanks. For More there is an essential connection between the practice of the virtue of loy-
alty and the exercise of fraternal correction.

Spirituality

More was a married man with a wife and family whom he loved dearly. In addition to his large house-
hold, there was a regular flow of visitors to Chelsea who also made demands on his time. He was a 
man with time-consuming professional commitments in the business of law or in the service of the 
King. Yet More the lawyer, statesman, and family man cannot be divorced from More the Christian 
and the saint. Since he is one of the few laymen or parents who have been canonized, it is natural that 
his spiritual life should be of particular interest today since the Second Vatican Council succeeded in 
recognizing the fullness of the Christian vocation of the laity.23

In writing about More's interior life we should be guided by his own sober attitude to hagiographers. 
"They have," he says, "scarcely left a life of a martyr or virgin without foisting into it something un-
true, piously no doubt! For of course there was a danger lest truth, left to itself, should not be able to 
stand upright; so that it was necessary to prop it up with lies!"24 He has left so much of his inner self 
in his writings, and the historical material about him is so voluminous, that there is no need to prop 
up anything in the life of Thomas More. The difficulty is rather one of judicious selection.

Spiritual guidance

He had the wisdom to realize that if he was to make any real progress in his interior life he should not 
rely solely on his own lights. He laments the absence of Colet, his spiritual director from London. 
"What can be more distressing to me than to be deprived of your wise counsels? With these helps I felt  
myself strengthened, but without them I seem to languish. When one wishes to live well, by a thou-
sand devices and seductions the life of a city drags one down."25 He is reluctant to entrust the guid-
ance of his soul just to any priest and assures Colet that "if the physician in whom the patient has per-
fect confidence is the one most likely to cure," there is no man better fit than Colet to have the care of 
his soul. More saw the need to have regular spiritual guidance with a priest in whom he could have 
full confidence, a guide to whom he could totally open his soul. This together with regular confession 
was a practice which he was to retain to the end of his life.

Asceticism
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More's asceticism had the qualities of gaiety, naturalness, and spontaneity which, with time, yielded 
an exceptional maturity of personality. He was totally at home in the world; he loved all the human 
realities which made up the incredibly rich texture of his life. At the same time he lived an exquisite 
detachment and a love for the Cross which was the primary source of his spiritual strength.
The "bitter" Passion of Christ was probably the devotion closest to his heart. When he was summoned 
before the Council to answer questions framed to trap him into a treasonable statement about the 
oath of Supremacy, More replied that he was determined "to meddle no more with any matter of this 
world, but that my whole study should be upon the Passion of Christ and mine own passage out of this 
world."26

When, shortly before his trial, he was deprived of his books and writing materials, he was writing a 
commentary on the Passion of Christ. This volume27 gives us a deeper insight into More's love for the 
Cross during his trial which had its own parallels with that of his Master.

It was his custom, Roper tells us, to devote a special period of time every Friday to the contemplation 
of the Passion. He used to gently chide his wife and children, whenever they had disappointments or 
difficulties, that they could not expect "to go to heaven in featherbeds," reminding them of the suffer-
ings of Christ before his Ascension and the fact that the servant cannot expect treatment different 
from the Master. In addition to the unexpected opportunities to live this identification with the Cross, 
More used to practice other penances. On certain days he used to wear a rough hair shirt next to his 
skin, a practice he continued in the Tower right up to the end. To his beloved Margaret he entrusted 
the secret work of washing this hair shirt, and she alone knew that he used to punish his body with a 
whip of knotted cords.28 More went beyond the temperance of the philosophers in the treatment of 
the body. He practiced austerities and mortifications to which no man would ask his body to submit 
unless he understood the open secrets which a Christian understands, unless he looked forward to 
heaven and feared hell, and saw the Crucifix as the center of the world and of history."29

Prayer

"The things, good Lord, that I pray for, give me thy grace to labor for"— this was how More described 
his attitude to prayer. He did not expect God to do for him what, with a little effort, he could do for 
himself. He worked hard all his life; yet his competence and his success did not diminish his aware-
ness of the need for prayer. He said morning and evening prayers. At night he also had the practice of 
saying the seven penitential psalms and the litany of the saints. More also recommended the practice 
of meditation, of mental prayer. Erasmus tells us that "at definite hours he addressed his prayers to 
God, not in set phrases, but in words that came straight from the heart."30 In the Dialogue of Comfort 
he suggests how we might pray. After making an act of presence of God, a person should open his 
heart in acts of contrition for his personal sins, and acts of thanksgiving for favors received both for 
himself and for others. This familiar conversation with God should also include talking to him about 
our difficulties and temptations, and about our weakness, negligence, and laziness in resisting and 
withstanding temptation. However, we have to pray with full confidence that God hears us and will 
gladly grant our requests.31
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It was not that he found prayer easy. It is encouraging to hear More say "Take from me, good Lord, 
this lukewarm fashion of meditation, and this dullness in praying unto Thee. And give me the grace to 
long for thy holy sacraments and especially to rejoice in the presence of thy Blessed Body, sweet Sav-
ior Christ, in the holy sacrament of the Altar."32

Eucharistic devotion

More's devotion to the Eucharist was based on a profound doctrinal appreciation of the mystery of the 
Real Presence. An adequate preparation for reception of Holy Communion, he claimed, should first of 
all confirm that we have a proper faith, i.e., "that we verily believe that it is, under the form and like-
ness of bread, the very body, flesh, and blood of our holy Savior, Christ himself. We must, I say, see 
that we firmly believe that this blessed sacrament is not a bare sign, or a figure, or a token of that holy 
body of Christ but that it is the selfsame precious blood of Christ."33 These words are part of a beauti-
ful prayer composed by More in the Tower, to prepare himself for Holy Communion.

He, who often entertained Henry in his own house in Chelsea, asks us to consider that if we would 
make so much preparation for the visit of an earthly prince, how much more prepared should we be 
for a visit from the King of Kings. Because he recognizes that his faith falls far short of what it should 
be, he recommends to us the prayer of the father of the possessed boy in the gospel, "I believe. Help 
my unbelief!" (Mk 9:24). At the same time he asks us not to forget the inestimable humility and good-
ness of God who, for all our unworthiness, does not disdain to be received by us.

More's prayer of thanksgiving after Communion, composed under the same circumstances, is a spiri-
tual gem. He encourages us to use this time after Communion well and not allow ourselves to be dis-
tracted by other cares or worries. "Let us not lose this special time of prayer, for we can little tell 
whether we shall ever get it again. Let us endeavor to keep him still, and let us say with his two disci-
ples on the road to Emmaus `Stay with us, good Lord,' and then we shall be sure that he shall not go 
from us."34 “Lord," he wrote in prison in his last work before death, "how hard a matter it is to love 
and not to disclose it."

Communion of Saints

Erasmus wrote of More that "when he talks with his friends about the world to come, you can see that 
he is speaking in all sincerity and with good hope."35 The Communion of Saints is ever-present in 
More's thinking about the Church. He is acutely conscious that the fight is for souls. He believed 
firmly in the intervention of angels in our lives and was equally convinced of the devil's involvement 
in human affairs.

When Simon Fish, one of the new breed of heretics, attacked the clergy of England in his tract, “A 
Supplication of Beggars,” More defends them against Fish's charges of avarice in his essay, “A Suppli-
cation of Souls”; in particular he defends their suffrages in favor of the souls in Purgatory. He believed 
in the power of their intercession. His Utopians trusted in their communion with their dead friends 

© Scepter Publishers, Inc. This information protected by copyright of Scepter Publishers, Inc., New York, NY USA. It is for the free use 
of readers, and may be redistributed without permission. None of this information can be sold, either in electronic or print form, unless 
permission has been obtained from Scepter Publishers, Inc. Direct all inquiries to info@scepterpublishers.org.
www.scepterpublishers.org



"though to the dull and feeble eyesight of mortal men they be invisible." Twenty years later contempo-
rary accounts of his death indicate that, right up to the time of his execution, he was occupied with the 
thought of continued intercession on behalf of the friends he was leaving behind.

In his epitaph he begs his readers to pray for him now, and also when he is dead, so that he may over-
come his fear at the thought of approaching death and go to meet it gladly, with a longing for Christ, 
finding in death the gateway to a happier life.36 For More, being "merry in heaven" with his friends 
was the essence of lasting joy.

Perhaps the last words of the “Supplication of Souls” are the most poignant expression of More's de-
votion to the Holy Souls. Unable to help themselves, they are begging our prayers and suffrages: 

If any piece of your old love, any kindness of kindred, any favor of old friendship, any spark of char-
ity, any respect of Christendom be left in your hearts, let never the malice of a few fond fellows, a few 
pestilent persons, borne towards priesthood, religion, and your Christian faith, erase out of your 
hearts the care of your kindred, all force of old friends, and all remembrance of Christian souls. Re-
member our thirst while ye sit and drink; our restless watch while ye be sleeping; our sore and griev-
ous pain while ye be playing; so might God make your offspring after remember you; so God keep 
you hence, or not here, but bring you shortly to that bliss, to which for our Lord's love, help you to 

bring us, and we shall set hand to help you thither to us.37

Detachment poverty

By any standard More was a wealthy man. Yet if he was, it was not by design. In one of his better mo-
ments Cardinal Wolsey wrote to the King asking for remuneration for Thomas More "because he is 
not the most ready to speak and solicit his own case."38 He was detached from his wealth and used it 
generously. Once, because of the carelessness of a neighbor, his barns were burnt down. "It is a great 
pity" he wrote his wife, "so much good corn is lost, yet since it pleased God to send us this setback, we 
are bound not only to be content, but also to be glad of his visitation. He sent us all that we lost and 
since he has by such a setback taken it away again, his pleasure be fulfilled. Let us never begrudge it, 
but take it in good part, and heartily thank him as well for adversity as for prosperity." He goes on to 
give specific instructions about making up for losses his neighbors may have suffered, and for looking 
after any of the farmhands who might become superfluous as a consequence of the fire.39

Yet More always had a sense of occasion. He knew how to celebrate, even in prison. We know from a 
contemporary biographer that while in the Tower he used to dress more elegantly, as far as his slen-
der wardrobe would allow, on the major feast days of the Church.

Soon after More resigned the Chancellorship, he gathered his family together to talk to them about 
the future and how they would manage financially. "I have been brought up" he says, summarizing his 
whole career, "at Oxford, at the Inns of Chancery, at Lincoln's Inn, and also in the King's Court ... 
from the lowest to the highest. Yet I have now little above £100 a year left to me. If we are to continue 
together, all must become contributaries; but by my counsel it shall not be best for us to fall to the 
lowest fare first." More then suggests a gradual descent, first to Lincoln's Inn fare, then to New Inn 
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fare, and so forth, remarking as he goes how one can be content at each level. Finally if even Oxford 
fare fails, "then may we yet, with bags and wallets, go abegging together, and hoping that for pity 
some good folk will give us of their charity, at every man's door to sing Salve Regina, and so still keep 
company and be merry together."40 He enjoyed prosperity if he had it, but the lack of it never inter-
fered with the spirit of family unity and cheerfulness which were of paramount importance in his life.

Trust in God

During his fifteen months’ imprisonment in the Tower, he had prepared himself in prayer and fasting 
for death. He had, as we know from his own testimony, many a night of agony, when he thought not 
so much of his own end, as of the distress and material ruin which his refusal to take the oath would 
inevitably bring on his wife and family. Yet during all this period More never lost his sense of humor.
When informed that the King had commuted his sentence from one of being hanged, drawn, and 
quartered to one of mere beheading, he is said to have replied, "God forbid that the King should use 
any more such mercy to any of my friends." He went towards the scaffold with a light heart. The lad-
der was unsteady, and he was weak from his long sickness and imprisonment. Turning to the lieuten-
ant of the Tower who accompanied him, he said "I pray you see me safe up, and for my coming down 
let me shift for myself."

This lighthearted humor of More is not a disconnected part of his character. It is linked to the very 
core of his soul and has its roots in his sense of filial trust and confidence in God. More never saw 
himself marked out for the role of martyr. As he told Cromwell "I have not been a man of such holy 
living that I might be bold to offer myself to death, lest God for my presumption might suffer me to 
fall, and therefore I put not myself forward but draw back. Howbeit if God draw me to it himself, then 
I trust in his great mercy that he will not fail to give me grace and strength."41 He wrote to Margaret 
he would be "well content to go if God should call me hence tomorrow." Through her he strengthens 
his whole household.

Apart from the brutal pressure of Cromwell and the Council to get More to change his mind about tak-
ing the oath, there was temptation from another unexpected source. It was all the more painful be-
cause it came from those who were dearest to him. More's wife spoke her usual excellent household 
sense—why could he not do what all the bishops and the most learned of the realm had done? He re-
spected his wife's good intentions, but she did not have the intelligence nor the education to appreci-
ate the full implications of the oath. With his daughter Margaret it was different. Because they were 
such kindred spirits he had shared with her all his concerns and preoccupations. Unable to bear the 
separation from her father she wrote begging him to change his mind. More replied saying that her 
letter had caused him more pain than anything else which had happened to him, because to her he 
had explained his motives many times before. Margaret replied with a letter passionately protesting 
her love for her father.

At her next visit she again tried to persuade her father to change his mind. "I know my own frailty full 
well," he told her, "and the natural faintness of my own heart; yet if I had not trusted that God should 
give me strength to endure all things than to offend him by swearing against my own conscience, you 
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may be sure that I would not have come here."42 Margaret still persisted and suggested that he follow 
the wise counsel of many other men. "Truly daughter" he replied, "I never intend to pin my soul to 
another man's back, not even the best man that I know this day living, for I know not whether he may 
happen to carry it."43 In the end he found himself totally on his own: he had, as Belloc points out, no 
support from without.44 It was no time "to pin his soul to another man's back." For the future he 
could only depend on his own conscience and the support of God's grace.

Margaret saw there was no point in pressing him any further. More went on to speak of his trust in 
God. "Mistrust him, Meg, will I not though I feel me faint." And even if, like St. Peter walking on the 
water, his faith were to fail him at the last minute, he would:

…call upon Christ and pray to him for help. And then I trust he shall set his holy hand upon me and in 
the stormy seas hold me up from drowning. And finally, Margaret, this I know very well that without 
my fault he will not let me be lost. I shall therefore with good hope commit myself wholly to him. And 
therefore, mine own good daughter, never trouble your mind for anything that shall ever happen to 
me in this world. Nothing can come but that which God wills. And I feel very sure that whatsoever 

that may be, however bad it may appear, it shall indeed be the best.45

His loyalty to conscience stood firm despite the temptation from his beloved Meg. Close as he was to 
her, his trust in God had a deeper anchor point in his soul. It was this which gave him the strength 
and the courage to face any eventuality.

The Council put further pressure on More to take the oath. "I am the King's faithful servant" he re-
plied to Cromwell, "and pray for His Highness and all the realm. I do nobody harm, I say no harm, I 
think no harm, but wish everybody good. And if this be not enough to keep a man alive, in good faith I 
long not to live."46 It was not that More was courting death, as he had already made clear. He was 
simply asserting that he would prefer the freedom given by death to the tyranny implicit in Henry's 
new legislation. His last letter to Margaret, written on the eve of his execution, shows that he had set 
his mind definitively on that final encounter. "Tomorrow long I to go to God," he says, "it were a day 
very meet and convenient for me."47 Like St. Paul, he had finished the race and persevered to the end. 
Now he would look forward to the prize that awaited him. In his meditation on the Agony in the Gar-
den, he had paused to consider the example of Christ who after lying prostrate at the thought of death, 
"suddenly rises like a giant and rushes towards it filled with elation and exulting joy."48 And so with 
More himself.

Conclusion

More was a humble man in the sense that he knew his own strengths and weaknesses, and what it was 
that God expected of him. He never considered that he was doing anything beyond the call of duty. He 
commented:

Not until you look upon yourself as an unprofitable servant will God look upon you as a faithful one. 
This we can certainly do with all justice even when we do everything of which we are capable; and I 
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pray to God that we may do just that, and not only that but a good deal more; and if we succeed in 
accomplishing much, that we may still look upon ourselves as having done absolutely nothing. This is 
the path that leads, above all others, to the goal where the virtue of others will never cause us anguish 

and where the love that others receive will never draw a tear from eyes inflamed with envy.49

There is a naturalness and a balance about his behavior under the most diverse circumstances, all of it 
seasoned with his perennial good humor. There is nothing showy or spectacular about More's sanc-
tity. As one commentator has put it: "It is precisely the simplicity of More's soul that is extraordinary. 
The supernatural did not have to force its way into the thick of human reasons. It emerged gradually 
and developed without any discontinuity from starting points commonly taken for granted. And yet, 
at the top of its spiritual ascent, More's soul shows an inner balance of such nobility that the mere in-
terplay of human reasons cannot possibly account for such sublimity. His serenity, his self-control in 
the face of contradictions, his bliss in the midst of pain illumine his last works, and make the reader 
feel in communion with the mystery of the world above."50

(The author of this booklet, Thomas McGovern, is a priest of the Opus Dei Prelature who previously 
worked as an engineer in Dublin.)

******
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