Henry VIII and Sir Thomas More 

(From A World Lit Only by Fire by William Manchester)

Questions:

1. Contrast in motivation of Luther and Henry VIII. 
2. What explains Henry VIII’s insecurity on the throne? 

3. Why did  Henry anticipate little opposition to his request for an annulment? 
4. Explain the political pressure on the Pope to delay a decision. 
5. Why was waiting no longer an option?
6. Give example of all-out war between the Pope and Henry. 
7. Explain Sir Thomas More and his dilemma:  the problem of the act and the oath.

8. Explain More's silence and why silence is dangerous for Henry. 
9. What was the fate of Sir Thomas More?
IN THE POPULAR imagination, Henry VIII and Martin Luther have been yoked as leaders of the Reformation, though each would have deeply resented the coupling, and in fact they do not belong together. Luther was a theological rebel. Henry remained a faithful Catholic in every particular except one. He rejected the supremacy of Rome because the pontiff -- for political, not religious reasons -- resisted what the king regarded as a royal prerogative. 
The immediate issue was Henry's decision in 1527 to dissolve his eighteen-year-old marriage to Queen Catherine, Catherine of Aragon, the daughter of Ferdinand and Isabella of Spain. His motive would not be acceptable to later ages, but it was then. Medieval sovereigns were expected to function as national stallions, providing heirs for their thrones. This was particularly important in Henry's case. The dreary, thirty-one-year War of the Roses between two branches of the English royal family, the Yorks and the Lancasters, had ended only six years before his birth, and his family's claim to the monarchy was shaky; if he died without male issue, England would almost certainly be ravaged by civil war again. Unfortunately Catherine, now forty-two, had proved an incompetent conceiver of healthy boys. Her only child to survive infancy was a girl. 

The annulment Henry sought required Rome's consent, but that should have presented no problem. Papal dispensations were not uncommon; the usual procedure was to find some flaw in a marriage which would permit an annulment or a divorce. In Henry's case the flaw was genuine. Catherine was the widow of his older brother Arthur, and English canon law prohibited such a marriage, taking its precedent from the book of Leviticus (20:21): "If a man shall take his brother's wife it is an unclean thing. . . they shall be childless." The Vatican had provided a dispensation permitting Henry to wed her, but the queen's fruitlessness seemed to have fulfilled its prophecy. The king said that the dispensation, and therefore his union with Catherine, had been illegal. 
 In 1522 Anne Boleyn became a lady-in-waiting to Queen Catherine, and it was there that she caught the king's eye. He had already despaired of Catherine's infertility, but five years passed before he secretly began to seek to annul their marriage. 
In Rome, however, the prospect of an English royal divorce bore distasteful political implications. If the pontiff agreed to the divorce, he could anticipate a highly unpleasant confrontation with a ruler even more powerful than Henry: the Holy Roman emperor, the nephew of Catherine of Aragon,  whose domains sprawled across the Continent. The undisputed master of Italy, Charles V literally surrounded the Vatican. Clement was a captive pope. Should the Vatican annul the marriage, Catherine would be reduced to the level of a discarded concubine, and her daughter Mary, Charles’ cousin, would become illegitimate. 
In the beginning, however, Henry, had assumed that the pope would swiftly grant his request, dissolving his barren marriage. But the pope, to Henry's growing frustration, seemed incapable of making up his mind. Pope Clement told his cardinal in London "not to pronounce sentence without express commission hence. . . . If so great an injury be done to the Emperor, all hope is lost of universal peace, and the Church cannot escape utter ruin . . . Delay as much as possible." By this and other byzantine maneuvers the pope bought time-- five more years of it. 
Eventually there was no time left to buy. Anticipating an annulment, the king had fitted up splendid apartments for Anne adjacent to his own at Greenwich; courtiers reported to her, as though she had already been crowned; crowds gathered outside her windows, ignoring Catherine. The issue became critical when Anne discovered that she was with child. A team of negotiators, now hastily dispatched by the king, presented a new array of arguments to Church officials in Rome. Still the Pontiff hesitated. Anne was beginning to show, and no infant could succeed to the monarchy unless born to a queen. 
Henry could wait no longer. He appointed Thomas Cranmer archbishop of Canterbury, invested him with extraordinary powers, and the new archbishop moved swiftly. He declared Catherine a divorcee, secretly married Henry to his Anne, and in May 1533, when she was in the seventh month of her pregnancy, crowned her with great ceremony in Westminster Hall. 
Nothing could stop the split in the Church now. The king's blood was up. He had already summoned a special session of Parliament. Working on the anticlerical feelings of the Members of Parliament-- and despite the opposition of Sir Thomas More, his new high chancellor -- he had rammed through a brutal legislative program limiting the powers of the clergy, and increasing taxes on the Church. Pope Clement had dawdled for years over the divorce petition from London, but he had also drafted a bull excommunicating the king. Now the Vatican executed it. 
The king's response was just as vehement. Following his lead, Parliament passed thirty-two religious bills, which, among other things, confiscated all Church lands -- by a conservative Catholic estimate, 20 percent of the land in England. Other measures required new clergymen to swear loyalty to the crown before they could be consecrated, and stipulated that only royal nominees could become bishops and archbishops. Then Henry took the ultimate step. In the Act of Supremacy (November 1534), he abandoned Rome completely, founding a new national church, Ecclesia Anglicana [the church of Angland], and appointed himself and his successors its supreme head. 

Sir Thomas More, Henry’s high chancellor, had followed the king for a time, but he had been in agony, trapped between conflicting loyalties. More was the king's humble servant. However, he was also a devout Catholic. The less his sovereign saw of him, he reasoned, the better. Therefore he resigned the chancellorship in 1532. It was in vain. He could not hide; he was too eminent. More was one of the greatest Renaissance scholars of his time, and author of Utopia, and was known all over Europe. The king was watching him closely. 
More’s personal crisis reached a climax in the spring of 1534. When the king demanded that his subjects take an oath to obey the Act of Succession, he was asking more than More could give. It meant swearing fealty to Henry and repudiating the papacy. Most of the English clergy meekly obeyed. More didn't protest; he simply remained mute. He condemned neither the oath nor those who had taken it, but though remaining loyal to the crown in word and deed, he refused to renounce Rome -- a devastating silence. More had already opposed Henry's marriage to Anne and refused to attend her coronation, a mortal insult. Any tolerance of further insubordination would be interpreted as weakness, especially since the former chancellor, garlanded with royal honors, was the most influential man in English public life. More was charged with treason and imprisoned in the Tower of London. 

At his trial More finally spoke out. Splitting the Church was a tragic crime, he said; he could not, in all conscience, be an accomplice to it. Nor, he added, could he bring himself to believe that "any temporal man could be the head of the spirituality." The hearing was a formality. The verdict had already been decided. His judges included Anne's father, her uncle, and her brother. They condemned him to be "hanged, drawn, and quartered" -- the extreme penalty for betrayal of the sovereign. It meant that the chancellor's shrunken cadaver, cut into four parts, would be left to rot on the London docks. 
That was too much for the king. Henry changed the sentence to simple beheading. The scholar who had served him so faithfully went to the ax with his head high. As he 

mounted the scaffold it trembled and seemed about to collapse. Turning to a king's officer he said calmly, "1 pray you, Mr. Lieutenant, see me safe up, and for my coming down let me shift for myself." Then, altering the ghastly ritual by blindfolding himself, he asked the hushed crowd to witness his death "in the faith and for the faith of the Catholic Church, being the King's good servant, but God's first." He died. Afterward his head was affixed to London Bridge. England was shocked. No one in the kingdom believed the former lord chancellor capable of betraying crown and country. The Vatican proclaimed him a Christian martyr. In time, the papacy beatified and then canonized him. 
Less than a year later, Anne Boleyn followed him to the block.
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