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Essay on Thomas Becket
HPMS7006 Assignment 3
Matthew W. McGinn (2209671)

To respond to Michael Staunton’s question on Thomas Becket’s cause, it is necessary to examine the causes attributed to Thomas; it must also be understood that the level of success Thomas is claimed to have achieved varies greatly depending on the background of the one considering the question. It would be correct to say that the Becket dispute originated with the problem of the liberties of the Catholic Church in England versus the royal prerogative of King Henry II. However, the extent of the dispute, and its applicability, is very important to determining the success or failure of Thomas. Associated with the question of Thomas’s cause, and addressed by many biographers, is the extent to which Thomas deserved to be considered a saint and martyr. While the question of Thomas’s canonisation does not directly answer the question of Thomas’s success, it does directly address some of the most important aspects of the Becket dispute. These questions also cannot be separated from how Thomas is viewed by the Roman Catholic Church, the body he was defending, and which still venerates him as a saint, and from how loyalists to the Church of England viewed him (at least until open Catholic worship began to be tolerated in the United Kingdom). Or, as Anne Duggan reminds us, “Historical opinion is still broadly split between those who interpret the Becket controversy in exclusively secular terms and those who see it from the Church’s perspective.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Anne Duggan, Thomas Becket. (London: Hodder Education, 2004), p. 253.] 


So, it is necessary to include opinions of Catholic and non-Catholic biographers. Thomas’s role as a Catholic Church leader cannot be ignored, for all his contemporary biographers, as well as many of his contemporary critics, were Catholic clergy. In answering Staunton, I have attempted to review modern biographers who take a more neutral view of Thomas. However, it was also very necessary for me to include biographers who are very much pro-Thomas. These writers, excepting perhaps Duggan, generally approach Thomas from the Catholic perspective, and these are accordingly sympathetic.

Another important aspect of Thomas's historiography is the impact of King Henry VIII’s destruction of Thomas’s shrine at Canterbury, his proscription of works and images associated with Thomas, and Henry’s condemnation of Thomas as a traitor.[footnoteRef:3] While the effects of the English reformation would not influence the most recent biographies of Thomas, the question of loyalty to the Crown and the Church of England would certainly have affected historiography of Thomas for English writers throughout much of the modern era. [3:  Henry VIII made several pilgrimages and donations to the Becket Shrine before changing his mind. See John Guy, Thomas Becket: Warrior, Priest, Rebel, Victim: A 900-Year-Old Story Retold (London: Viking, 2012), p. 338.] 


What was Thomas’s cause? Was it simply the “criminous clerks,” that is, the church’s authority to try its clergy accused of crimes in its own ecclesiastical courts? If this is the answer, Thomas failed, as clergy are now routinely tried in secular courts for civil offenses, especially as evidenced by the many governmental prosecutions of Catholic Church clergy involved in sexual abuse scandals in the late 20th and 21st centuries, despite some efforts by the Catholic Church to contain the negative impact of these scandals by attempting to covertly punish the offenders within the church’s structure.

However, if we take the view that Thomas was an advocate for the general concept of the church to be at liberty from intrusions from the state, the answer is much more complicated. What complicates this question are the many instances in which the Catholic Church itself assumed authority over secular governments, particularly expressed in the papal reign of Innocent III,[footnoteRef:4] and the foremost example of the state holding authority over the church, the Church of England. [footnoteRef:5] That church to this day remains the foremost example of a church body integrated with the state, even considering the greatly reduced powers of the British monarchy. [footnoteRef:6] [4:  Oxfordbibliographies.com, Innocent III, https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/display/document/obo-9780195396584/obo-9780195396584-0041.xml  [Accessed 06 May 2023]]  [5:  Other examples include the Emperor of Japan’s status as the head of Shintoism (although the Japanese government is officially secular), the Thai King’s inseparable association with Buddhism and, to an extent, Vladimir Putin’s unequal partnership with the Russian Orthodox Church.]  [6:  It must also be said that the Becket dispute ties inextricably to the modern concept of the separation of the church from the state, which is expressed most famously in the First Amendment to the United States Constitution, a document which was designed to ensure firstly, that the newly independent United States were freed from the association with an official state church, and secondly, to ensure that church bodies were also protected from intrusions by the state. See USConstitution.net, Jefferson's Wall of Separation Letter https://usconstitution.net/jeffwall.html [Accessed 13 May 2023]] 


Biographers.

1. Anne Duggan.

Duggan, who has special familiarity with Thomas’s opinions during the dispute because of her translation of much of the archbishop’s correspondence, is very accommodating of Thomas’s positions, which she contrasts with Henry’s extremely aggressive negotiation style and general reluctance to compromise. She cites Frank Barlow, who otherwise refers to Becket’s tenure as “disastrous for all concerned,” in his conclusion that “we can see that after Thomas’s death things were never quite the same again, whether in the English church or in Latin Christendom at large. He had, through his stand against Henry and his martyrdom, brought the archaic English customs to the notice of the pope and cardinals and all canon lawyers and has succeeded in getting them scrutinized, debated, and in part abolished or reformed.” Duggan notes furthermore that Barlow agrees that “Becket’s opposition, murder, and canonization had for ever changed the context in which they and their successor were operating.”[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Duggan, Thomas Becket, p. 254.] 


Most importantly, Duggan finds that the concessions to the church in 1172 and 1175-1176 would have been nearly impossible without, first, Becket’s murder, and second, the rebellion by Henry’s sons in 1173-1174.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Ibid., p. 254.] 


To counter the claims of W. L. Warren and others that Henry was making a sincere effort to compromise with Thomas, Duggan also describes the king’s approach to controversy as “an unedifying thread of slipperiness, chicanery, and broken faith. Henry made lavish promises, which he probably had no intention of keeping; he stridently advanced claims he must have known were fraudulent; and his dealings with Louis VII of France were not entirely honest.”[footnoteRef:9] Duggan concludes this characterisation with her description of the Vexin affair, in which Henry, taking advantage of the betrothal of the infants Henry the Younger and Princess Margaret of France (which was arranged by Chancellor Thomas), by formalising the marriage with the Pope’s approval, and therefore acquiring the Vexin, years before Louis expected it.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  Ibid., p. 256.]  [10:  Ibid., p. 256.] 

In 1168, a very frustrated Louis named Henry “clearly a transgressor of every obligation undertaken by oath, and it would be foolish to trust his bare word.”[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Ibid., p. 256.] 


Henry II’s trustworthiness, or lack of the same, is an indispensable factor when considering the justification of Thomas’s steadfastness (or obstinacy) in his approach to negotiations with the king.

2. John Guy.

Guy has the advantage of being one of Becket’s most recent biographers, with easy access to all of the translations and original copies of the Lives, Thomas’s correspondence, the major studies of Thomas of the early modern and modern periods, and advanced digital techniques for locating and transcribing manuscripts. He is exceptionally fair in his approach to Thomas, noting the immense pressure the archbishop was under while criticising him for his missteps,[footnoteRef:12] and Guy unhesitatingly criticises the king for his excessive aggression in negotiating any and all questions of state. However, the vast resources at his disposal notwithstanding, Guy does not offer an explicit answer to whether Thomas’s cause had succeeded. Instead, he briefly questions Thomas’s justification for martyrdom[footnoteRef:13] – again,  this is a favourite topic of many of Thomas’s biographers – while concluding his work by emphasising, over and over again, King Henry’s capriciousness and repeated oath-breaking. As with Duggan’s work, the king’s bad-faith negotiations are an extremely important component of any attempted justification of Thomas’s intractability. [12:  Guy, Thomas Becket, pp. 342-343.]  [13:  Guy, p. 345. Guy cites the insistence of Saints Augustine of Hippo and Cyprian that the cause is the most important factor in determining martyrdom; Staunton also states the importance of the cause this in his consideration of Thomas’s death.] 


Guy points to Henry’s unwillingness to spend funds allocated to the Crusades, expenditures promised by the king to Pope Alexander as part of Henry’s absolution, as “typical of Henry, who professed himself to be a ‘tester of character’ but in reality always tried to bribe, bargain or bully to obtain what he wanted,”[footnoteRef:14] and assesses Henry’s approach to Becket as “Promising future favours was his classic technique… Weasel words and promises to obey the pope’s future judgement were other favourite tricks, knowing that (Pope) Alexander (III) had more than enough of his own problems and that distance alone would force him to send envoys whom Henry could hope to bribe, intimidate, or stonewall.”[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Ibid., p. 336.]  [15:  Ibid., p. 336.] 


Guy also illustrates Thomas’s struggle with the king as that of a commoner against the aristocracy: “Believing as a Londoner, born and bred, in the values of meritocracy[footnoteRef:16] despite his lowly origins as the son or Norman settlers and in spite of modest academic achievements, Becket had risen to a position where he was able to shake the power of one of the strongest rulers in Christendom and prove to his fellow-Englishmen that the values he believed in could be defended, albeit at the price of his own life.”[footnoteRef:17] [16:  Ibid., p. 5. Guy describes medieval London as favouring self-government and meritocratic practices.]  [17:  Ibid., p. 341.] 


3. Michael Staunton.

[bookmark: _Hlk134892656]Staunton is certain that “despite what his early biographers say of the victory of the Church through the blood of the martyr, the answer (to the question of if Thomas’s cause had triumphed) has to be no.”[footnoteRef:18] Staunton cites as evidence Herbert of Bosham’s dismay at the relationship between the English throne and the Church at the time of the dedication of his Life in the mid-1180s,[footnoteRef:19] although he does not go far beyond this on the topic of Thomas’s cause, instead moving onto various contemporary criticisms of Thomas’s actions, with a heavy focus on Bishop Gilbert Foliot’s unmitigated barrage against Thomas in Multiplicem Nobis, and the recitation of the Church’s grounds for martyrdom and canonisation, with a suggestion that these were not decreed on stable theological ground.[footnoteRef:20] [18:  The Lives of Thomas Becket, selected sources translated and annotated by Michael Staunton 
(Manchester Medieval Sources: Manchester University Press, 2001), p. 33.]  [19:  Staunton, The Lives of Thomas Becket, p. 33.]  [20:  Ibid., pp. 34-39; these criticisms, including Foliot’s Multiplicem Nobis, are available in their entirety in Chapter VI of Staunton’s The Lives of Thomas Becket.] 


4. John Morris.

Morris (1826-1893), a priest of the Society of Jesus, is very favourable to Thomas and makes no secret of the fact that he is writing a biography of a Catholic Saint, one that whose martyrdom and veneration he fully aligns with.[footnoteRef:21] Morris, however, is careful to include critical views of Thomas, including a discussion on and refutation of Multiplicem Nobis, and an account of Desiderius Erasmus’s visit to the Becket shrine that Morris believes was written “half or more than half in mockery.”[footnoteRef:22] Morris can be characterized as a well-learned apologist for Thomas, for he discusses a number of lesser-known accounts of Thomas’s life, death, and the historiography of the period after the murder, and a very detailed description of the spread of the Becket cult throughout Europe. His conclusion, however, finds that Thomas was mostly unsuccessful in his effort to defend the liberties of the Church against the King: “It is impossible to avoid one conclusion, that although it would probably be unjust to attribute the martyrdom to Henry II., or to consider as insincere his sorrow for it… yet evidently he had no contrition whatever for the course he hard pursued in the life of the Saint, not any greater regard than before for the rights of the Church. In this sense, with the sole exception of the verbal retraction of the Constitutions of Clarendon at his absolution, the blood of St. Thomas was shed in vain.”[footnoteRef:23]  [21:  Morris also finds that, according to Giraldus Cambrensis (Gerald of Wales), William de Tracy confessed to Bartholomew, Bishop of Exeter “that the four knights had been bound by the King to put the Primate to death.” (emphasis by Morris) John Morris, S.J., The Life and Martyrdom of Saint Thomas Becket, Archbishop of Canterbury, Second and Enlarged Edition. (London: Burns and Oates, 1885) p. 420.]  [22:  Morris, The Life and Martyrdom of Saint Thomas Becket p. 601.]  [23:  Ibid., p. 428.] 


5. W.L. Warren. 

The great biographer of Henry II is one of several historians, including Frank Barlow and Egbert Türk, identified by Duggan as generally unfavourable to Thomas Becket. Warren offers no shortage of opinions on Thomas, but these are best summarised by “Thomas Becket was victorious in death; but the victory was a triumph for his reputation, not the triumph of his cause.”[footnoteRef:24] Warren finds Thomas to have been a theologically regressive “dinosaur”[footnoteRef:25] who could not find any room in his heart for reasonable concessions to a king who had negotiated with him in good faith, assigning reasons to Thomas that vary from misunderstanding to obstinacy, inexperience, poor judgement (compared especially to his predecessor Theobald), and grandiose delusions about his competence at all matters of church and state.[footnoteRef:26] [24:  W. L. Warren, Henry II (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973) p. 518.]  [25:  Warren, Henry II, p. 516.]  [26:  Ibid., p. 451.] 


6. Robert Hugh Benson.

Finally, we consider the work of Monsignor Robert Hugh Benson (1871-1914). Benson, representing the fully apologetic Catholic view of Becket, was himself the son of an Archbishop of Canterbury, following his father into the Church of England, but later, and controversially, becoming a Catholic priest. Outside of his ecclesiastical profession, Benson was a novelist, with his writings focusing on the lives of Catholics in times of hardship, including historical fiction and two novels that can be considered science fiction.[footnoteRef:27] Benson’s short biography of Becket resulted from historical research he was conducting for his other works. Much of Benson’s material was sourced from Morris.[footnoteRef:28] [27:  The Catholic World Report, The Fiction of Robert Hugh Benson. https://www.catholicworldreport.com/2015/07/10/the-fiction-of-robert-hugh-benson, [Accessed 13 May 2023] Come Rack! Come Rope! (1912) concerns persecutions of English Catholics in the 17th century; the science fiction novels Lord of the World (1907) and Dawn of All (1911) both foresee potential futures of the Catholic Church. The apocalyptic Lord of the World has been endorsed as “prophetic” by both then-Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger (later Pope Benedict XVI) and on several occasions by Pope Francis.]  [28:  Robert Hugh Benson, Saint Thomas à Becket, The Holy Blissful Martyr. (Washington: Universal Values Media, 2011). p. 4.] 


With the vigour of a convert, Benson covers every aspect of Becket’s career from the most sympathetic point of view possible, to the extent that Benson’s work, which borders on hagiography, can be considered a 20th century Life of Thomas in character with the contemporary Lives of Herbert of Bosham, Edward Grim, and Benedict of Peterborough.  Benson makes it clear that he could hardly do otherwise. As a Catholic writer and apologist, Benson believed in the community of the Saints, including Thomas of Canterbury, and the veneration of the same. While the Catholic perspective must always be understood to be necessarily favourable to Thomas considering his canonisation, even the overtly hagiographical nature of Benson’s work is valuable because it remains illustrative of modern Catholic views of Becket and other saints, martyrs in particular receiving great adulation.

While Benson is immensely favourable to Thomas, he does not simply rest his argument on the fact that Thomas is a saint of the Catholic Church and must therefore have been in the right on all things. Instead, Benson develops his argument based around the same conflict Thomas faced – loyalty to a ruler or loyalty to God.

“If Erastianism is right, certainly Saint Thomas was wrong. If it is proper that Edward VII should be even the nominal head - and by law he is much more - of an institution claiming to be Christ’s Church... then it was equally proper for Henry II to insist upon the Constitutions of Clarendon and the royal customs and highly improper, as well as absurd, for Saint Thomas to resist them.”[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Benson, Saint Thomas à Becket, p. 2.] 


“Saint Thomas therefore will always stand as a symbol of the unceasing conflict between the world and the Church; and the fact that some of the principles for which he contended do appear even to some Catholics to be on the border very borderline between dogma and opinion makes him all the more significant. It is one more illustration of his significance that it was he whom Henry VIII selected to attack, from all the Saints of Catholic England, summoning him to appear, four centuries after his death, to answer to the charge of high treason and disloyalty.”[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Ibid., p. 3.] 


“This then is what Saint Thomas stands for: the principle of God against Caesar. it is in some matters extraordinarily difficult to define where the line falls. No Christian would dispute that Saint Peter was right in his defiance of Nero; no English Catholic would deny that it is his own duty to be an obedient servant of Edward VII. Yet somewhere between those respective duties comes a dividing line where the territories meet, and where a conscientious man is forced to choose on which side he will stand. It was on that difficult border that Thomas was called by God to live and die. He had been chancellor; he became Archbishop. He began as an intimate friend of his king; he ended with death from his friend’s hands: and the verdict of the Catholic Church ratified as it was by God after the Saint’s death has stood ever since to the effect that Thomas chose rightly and died in loyalty to the King of Kings. With the reasonableness of this verdict, it is difficult to see how any man can disagree who has even the faintest conception of what Catholics believe as to the rights of God. Men say that Thomas’s whole attitude as well as that of the Church was wrong from beginning to end, but it is impossible to call him a stickler or a trifler. If the church’s position is granted, Thomas’s position is assured (emphasis mine). He did not die for trifles, but for principles that were and are vital to her life of whom he was a devoted servant[footnoteRef:31].” [31:  Ibid., pp. 3-4.] 


King Henry’s Intentions.

In framing the Becket dispute as a struggle between church and state, it is also necessary to examine the motivations of the king himself. How seriously did Henry take his oaths to defend the church? He was well known for his fits of anger and capriciousness, and although no one can justifiably say that Henry was not a highly intelligent and capable ruler, some of his remarks during the Becket dispute raise the question of whether Henry II believed his authority and “ancestral customs” were of such magnitude that, to preserve his honour, he would require the English church to be independent from Rome. Specifically, how close was Henry to attempting to establish a church in England under the rule of the king, or at least a church subject to far greater royal authority? This question has a much greater relationship to the Protestant Reformation than might be initially assumed, for it can be contended that the Reformation was not so much a religious or ecclesiastical reform, but in fact far more of a political reform that resulted from the ever-increasing powers of the papacy during the later medieval period. Martin Luther himself admitted as such in 1523.[footnoteRef:32] And in fact, there were certainly some efforts by European kings prior to Henry VIII, especially seen in the abduction of the pope by Philip IV of France, to extricate their kingdoms from the papal authority.[footnoteRef:33] Rulers such as Henry’s contemporary Frederick Barbarossa established their own antipopes in order to align the papacy with their own political ambitions, an act which, it can be argued, would again be seen in during the Reformation as German prince electors tied themselves to Luther in order to escape the authority of Rome. [32:  Concordia Seminary Newsroom, The Reformation and Politics,  https://www.csl.edu/2017/04/the-reformation-and-politics/ [Accessed 06 May 2023]]  [33:  World Biographical Encyclopaedia, Philip IV of France, https://prabook.com/web/philip.iv_of_france/3733720 [Accessed 14 May 2023]] 


If the constitutions of Clarendon would have represented a step in this direction, and Duggan believes they certainly did,[footnoteRef:34] is there any evidence that Henry was considering more drastic steps? As it turns out, there is indeed: Henry threatened to convert to Islam.[footnoteRef:35] Now it is very difficult to believe Henry would have gone so far as to abandon the Chalcedonian Christianity of Anglo-Norman England for the religion of the “Saracens,” in particular because it is unthinkable that the people of England and the king’s barons would ever accept such a thing, to say nothing of King Louis VII of France and Pope Alexander III himself. Was Christianity itself not one of the ancestral customs of Henry I? But for Henry to even suggest such an act demonstrates the volatility of the king’s mindset in his determination to shift the political scales in his favour. If Henry would not go so far as to convert to Islam, there are other drastic actions Henry could have taken if he had decided attempting to appease the Pope would be unsuccessful and ultimately place his heirs at a permanent disadvantage. [34:  Duggan, Thomas Becket, p. 262.]  [35:  Claudia Gold, King Henry II: the Muslim monarch of medieval England? https://www.historyextra.com/period/medieval/king-henry-ii-muslim-monarch-england-convert-islam/ [Accessed 08 May 2023]] 


This question of the King’s intent, linked with his lack of trustworthiness noted by Duggan and Guy, is then of utmost importance. If, in fact, Henry had considered separating himself and his church in England from the papacy, which, as ruler of an island nation, he may have been able to do, and in which his successor Henry VIII prevailed, it would be a grave understatement to say this would affect later medieval and modern European history. There there can be little doubt that severing the English church from the Church of Rome four centuries earlier would have been a complete disaster for the papacy, to say nothing of the disaster it would have been for Thomas Becket. Again, the Constitutions of Clarendon themselves, if enacted as written, could themselves have created a legal division between the English Church and Rome.[footnoteRef:36] And Henry could have adopted the tactic that Frederick Barbarossa had used: engineer the election of an antipope. However, such an act would have been more challenging and riskier than it was for the Emperor, who had his own ancestral claim to most of Italy, including Rome, and the imperial legacy of Charlemagne to bolster his actions. Henry could have also recognised the imperial antipope, the implied threat of which he had used as leverage against Alexander in 1165.[footnoteRef:37] [36:  Duggan, p. 262.]  [37:  Warren, pp. 492-493.] 


Hidden behind Henry’s bluster was a real desire to reject any external authority over his kingship, to include that of the pope. If there is any possibility that Henry was considering a separation of the Church of England from Rome, no matter if he did so as thoroughly as his later predecessor Henry or not, what are the implications for Thomas Becket’s mission? The archbishop’s murder, far more than any other act, brought an end to the Becket controversy, and of reconciliation between King Henry and Pope Alexander. I agree with Warren,[footnoteRef:38] who suggests that Becket’s bloody death, and the method of his death, was perhaps the only act that could have reconciled the king and the Pope. If the blood and the brains on the floor of Canterbury Cathedral did not themselves preserve a united Catholic culture in Europe, they did at least preserve the relationship between the English throne and the Roman curia.[footnoteRef:39]  [38:  Ibid., p. 511.]  [39:  It is a testament to the durability of the Church hierarchy established by early Medieval popes, along with aggressive denunciations of heresy and violent interventions such as the Albigensian Crusade, that the unity of Catholic Europe lasted until the sixteenth century. At this later date, in a political and religious environment muddied by the catastrophic error of burning Jan Hus as a heretic while he was under safe passage to a church council (thereby destroying Catholic authority in Bohemia), the crisis generated by the fall of Constantinople, and Suleiman’s expeditionary campaigns in Eastern Europe and throughout the Mediterranean, the German prince electors and Henry VIII were able to build sufficient political capital to successfully create independent church bodies.] 

The concessions that Henry would make at Avranches would probably have been unthinkable for the king in a world where Archbishop Becket lived. But with a slain and canonised Thomas safely entombed in his shrine in Canterbury, Henry was more willing to set aside a small portion of his pride in favour of the political pragmatism he was capable of, and yield to the claims Rome made against his ancestral customs.

The Validity of Thomas Becket’s Martyrdom.

Those who would attempt to cast doubt upon Thomas’s martyrdom and canonisation tend to rely on the fact that Thomas’s cause for martyrdom was indeed somewhat unclear. Was Thomas simply advocating for the Church’s authority to try its clerks internally, or for bishops to travel outside of England at will? Türk, Barlow, and Warren suggest[footnoteRef:40] that Thomas was so immersed in his own ego that he could not bear to concede anything to the king, a position especially favoured by for these and other modern historians operating in the context of hundreds of years of reforms within the Catholic Church and the impact of the Protestant Reformation. [40:  Duggan, Thomas Becket, p. 254.] 


What tends to be ignored, or pushed aside, in consideration of Thomas’s legacy, are the hundreds and hundreds of miracles carefully documented by the monks of Canterbury for years after Thomas’s death. For, if Thomas’s critics are ready to use one particular Catholic doctrine – questioning the validity of the cause for martyrdom – to disclaim Thomas’s sainthood, why would they ignore the other? And if it is difficult for the modern historian to accept the viability of these miracles, the Catholic Church still uses these as an explicit justification for canonisation. So, from the Catholic perspective that cannot be excluded, as Benson reminds us, Thomas’s martyrdom and canonisation is completely justified.  And it is somewhat presumptuous for modern historians to dispense with, even by subtle implication, all of Thomas’s miracles, for miracles were an accepted component of the medieval world, and to simply throw them out, like Thomas Cromwell slavering in anticipation of seizing the riches of the Becket shrine, is also to do away with an enormously important perspective of the medieval world. Duggan realises that one does not have to be a firm believer in the divine will to believe that Canterbury pilgrims really did realise sudden cures for their ailments, and that the “placebo effect” in which a sick person, believing they have been treated with effective medicine, may very well recover, is hardly out of alignment with modern medicine.[footnoteRef:41] [41:  Ibid., p. 268.] 


Let us not forget that King Henry II himself went in prayer to Becket’s shrine “nine or more times,”[footnoteRef:42] most famously to perform his dramatic penance in 1174 and pray for the saint’s intercession when Henry’s sons had rebelled against him and his English domain was under invasion by King William of Scotland.[footnoteRef:43] Henry also visited Canterbury in 1179 in surprisingly harmonious collegiality with Louis VII to pray for the recovery of Louis’s son Philip[footnoteRef:44] from severe disease.[footnoteRef:45] In both cases, the prayers appear to have been answered, with Henry timing the capture of William to the time of his appeal at Canterbury.[footnoteRef:46] Even Thomas’s archenemy Gilbert Foliot, when faced with a life-threatening illness, availed himself of Canterbury water offered by his ally Bishop Jocelin of Salisbury; and Foliot himself made the pilgrimage to Canterbury upon his recovery.[footnoteRef:47] Henry II and the Bishop of London were the absolute last men who would participate in the Becket cult unless they thought there was really some divine favour – not mere political expediency – to be found at the rapidly-expanding shrine in Canterbury. [42:  Guy, Thomas Becket, p. 337.]  [43:  Morris, pp. 442-444.]  [44:  Later Philip II Augustus. It would have been a sure test of Henry’s newfound piety as to what he would have done in this case if he could have somehow foreseen the immense victories won by the adult Philip against Henry’s empire. ]  [45:  Morris, pp. 449-450.]  [46:  Ibid., pp. 446-447.]  [47:  Ibid., p. 444.] 


Thomas’s Intent.

To achieve the victory over the king that he could not grasp in his life, how actively did Thomas seek his own death? The notion that Thomas not only embraced the idea of martyrdom but actively sought it is a common element found in the historiography of the archbishop’s last days. All the Lives agree that Thomas knew death was impending, and he had reconciled himself to the threat. He had several opportunities to flee before the day of the murder, and even asked on the morning of the fateful day how long it would take to reach the port of Sandwich.[footnoteRef:48] When finally confronted by the knights, however, Thomas accepted his fate when it became apparent that the king’s men would not leave Canterbury with anything less than the archbishop as a prisoner in their custody. Thomas, no longer interested in attempting to compromise as he did at Woodstock[footnoteRef:49] and Clarendon,[footnoteRef:50] decided to drive the problem to its logical conclusion.[footnoteRef:51]  [48:  Ibid., p. 401.]  [49:  Staunton, p. 87.]  [50:  Ibid., p. 88.]  [51:  There is significant disagreement over the righteousness and holiness of Thomas’s decision to die in the cathedral on December 29, with T.S. Eliot, in Murder in the Cathedral, essentially condemning his death as a suicide full of hubris (Guy, 345-346), and with the majority of historians writing after Henry VIII’s condemnation of Becket essentially blaming Thomas himself for his own murder. Yet such arguments have no greater obstacle than the testimony of the archbishop’s own clerks, the men who knew him better than anyone and watched him be cut down. (Duggan, p. 213)] 


To fully extrapolate the implications of this argument, however, let us consider what Thomas believed would be the consequences of his death. He may have concluded that, besieged in Canterbury surrounded by hostile barons, and with Henry showing little inclination to abandon the Constitutions of Clarendon, the only way to foster peace between the King and Rome was for Thomas himself to die. His imprisonment in one of Henry’s castles would have forced Alexander to resort to interdicts against the Angevin empire and possibly even excommunicate a completely unrepentant Henry, with the very real possibility of schism as a result.

Instead, with his many years of experience governing Henry’s kingdom, and the experience borne of the tumultuous years of controversy, Thomas would have been able to anticipate the king’s likely reaction to the death of his estranged archbishop at the hands of his own vassals. Henry would be forced into penitence, but, more importantly to the king’s character, Henry would have no further need to endure the loathsome ignominy of making concessions to Thomas. Freed of the greatest target of his rage, the king would instead approach negotiations with the Church in a much more rational manner.[footnoteRef:52] [52:  Thomas could not have foreseen the uprisings that would finally deprive Henry of his political capital, unless he saw some aspect of jealous resentment in Henry the Younger during the boy’s time in his household, but the shock of Thomas’s murder proved to be enough for King Henry to reconsider his position.] 


Conclusions.

We know that Thomas’s murder led Henry to go to extraordinary lengths to make amends with Rome, and perhaps even with Thomas himself. Yet we have also seen that Thomas’s  death did not have a great impact on the overall relationship between the English Crown and the English Church. Aside from the incalculable impact the Becket cult had on the religious landscape of Europe, what earthly victory did Thomas truly achieve in death?

The simplest way to put it is that Henry’s ambition to establish unquestioned political control over the English Church was stopped in its tracks, in favour of the status quo. If this seems to be an unremarkable accomplishment purchased at the cost of all of the grief brought by the Becket dispute, it is not. For, as we have also seen, Henry’s goals were far greater in scope than simply punishing priests for criminal offences or collecting revenue from empty bishoprics. His unwavering insistence on righteousness of the Constitutions of Clarendon, combined with an imprisoned Archbishop Thomas, and Henry’s own inclinations to volatile overreaction and oath-breaking, could have easily resulted in a break with Rome, the creation of a proto-Church of England, and extreme consequences from Alexander III and his successors. Would a pope, especially the imperious Innocent III, have called for a Crusade against England? If this seems far-fetched, Innocent called for the Albigensian Crusade in France within two decades of Henry’s death. The establishment of an English Church opposed to Rome would have been the de facto arrival of Protestantism four hundred years earlier, with the resulting bloodshed, burned cities, and the transformation of European fields and pasture into a hellish battlefield of holy war, a battlefield that would have been a tempting target for the armies of the caliphs and sultans of the rapidly expanding Muslim empires.

If the murder of an overachieving middle-class Londoner from Cheapside prevented such a future, then Thomas Becket’s cause was a success for the ages.
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