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THE SAINT STEPHEN MOTIF
IN SAINT THOMAS MORE'S THOUGHT

St.Thomas More, addressing his judges at the
conclusion of his trial, makes a comparison bet-
ween himself and St., Stephen, the protomartyr,
which strikes the reader by its vividness and
aptness., One is prompted to ask why More chose
this saint for his comparison, and upon turning
to the writings of More with this image in mind,
it becomes apparent that the St. Stephen figure
was present in his thought long before his own
troubled times. This article will point out some
possible sources of the St. Stephen image and the
frequent use which More makes of it., The Stephen
figure appears so frequently that it constitutes
a motif woven throughout tore's writings and in-
dicates that Christian typology was an habitual
way of thinking for him. This fact has passed un-
noticed by More's biographers and has been over-
looked in More scholarship in general. The
omission precludes a fuller understanding of More's
complex intellectual make-up.

By 1504 More decided that his vocation was
not to the Carthusian way of life and he married
Jane Colt, They were to live at Bucklersbury in
the parish of St. Stephen Walbrook, London, until
moving to Chelsea some time about 1524.Sir Thomas'
participation in the activities of the parish
--singing in the choir, serving Mass, walking in
orocessions and making pilgrimages-- is recorded
>y his biographers. An important aspect of paro-
-hial life at this time was attendance at scrmons.
Jsing Dr. G.R.Owst's scholarly studies,L{terature
tind Pulpit in Medieval Engfand and Preaching 4in
edieval England, Philip Hughes has carried the
nvestigation on into the sixteenth century.
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There can be no reasonable doubt that sermons
were constantly preached. We have testimony to
the fact in the repeated reminder to the lay=
man, given in the little books written as aids
to prepare for a good confeasion of sins, that
it is a duty in conscience to attend sermons.
And we have further testimony in the many books
written to assist the clergy to prepare their
sermons, One of the most recent studies of
this matter can speak of there being at this
time "a real anxiety to form good preachers.,"
And we have the testimony of the innumerable
sermons that have survived, and that are, only
now, beginning really to be studiec (1).

Among the favorite sermon topics were the
lives of the saints and martyrs, and More, no
doubt, would have heard many sermons about St.
Stephen, particularly since it was customary to
preach on the patron saint of the parish. In The
Dialogue Concernding Tyndale one of the '"merry
tales'" addresses itself to the ‘"miracle" of be-
getting new life by a young married couple.Perhaps
More had in mind the marriage of his own daughter
Margaret to William Roper which occurred sometime
shortly after July 2, 1521, The point of interest
here is More's reference to the practice of
celebrating the feast day of the parish : "... at
last they came together and were married in saint
Stephen's church, which is not greatly famous for
any miracles ; but yet yearly on saint Stephen's
day it is somewhat sought unto, &nd visited with
folks' devotion." (2). Later in the same work
More refers to the rather curious popular prac-
tice : "And on St. Sterhen's day we must let all
our horses* blood with a knife,because St.Stephen
was killed with stones.” (3). Further evidence of
popular devotion to St. Stephen 1is shown by the
appearance of the hymn "Now syng we both all &
sum : / Lapidauerunt Stephanum" among the sacred
songs and carols in Richard Hill's commonplace-
book, a collection which extends from the early
years of Henry VIII's reign wuntil 1536 (4). It
was a traditional practice to choose a patron
saint as a model of the virtues one desired to
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imitate in one's own life. "?he excerpts ?1therto
passed in review have emphasized that v1v1d,h§m:n
side of the preachers’ treatment .of .the saints
vhich was calculated topromote imitation o? the:r
holy lives, as well as to stimulate ﬁevotxonJ z
the persons of the saints-themselves. (5).d 1usf
as More took Pico della Mirandola as a mo eh o

the Christian humanist, so too he appears to avz
adopted St. Stephen as a model of charity towar1
one's adversaries and made this lesson an integra

is own conduct. )

partS:f gtephen's dispositien towarq his peES§Cu-
tors at the moment of death deeply impressed Ofc
and it is this particular facet of the saint ;
character to which he frequently allgdes. AlthOﬁg

this attitude of St. Stephen's charity toward his

enemies is found in Acts 7 : 55-59,‘there is alig
a definite patristic source with which More wou
have been familiar., His knowledge of the Fathers

of the Church and the influence wh@ch their writ-
ings exerted on. his thinking 1s evident from exen
a cursory glance through his controversial gor Sf
devotional treatises and personal letters. nf o_
the interesting things about these writings, lzﬁ
ever, is that where More frquently l1its o z
"o1d holy fathers" he does not cite st.Fulgentiu
from whom the St.Stephen motif in his thought very
probably derives (é). The yorks quulgentlu; were
first edited by Wilibald Pirckheimer and Jo anq?s
Cochldus in 1520 at llagenau and so wogld be avalh-
able to More (7). But it is more }1ke1y that he
obtained his knowledge of Fulgentius from t i
Breviary. The lessons for the second noctusg a
Matins on the feast of St.Stephen December 20,are
taken from Fulgentius' third sermon on ?t.Stepben:
Lesson vi speaksof the power of Stephen's charity:
Now let us consider, trethren, the arms with
which Stephen girt himself .to overcome the
cruelty of the Jews, ané arrive at so blessed
a triumrh. Stephen, irdeed, deserved to bear
his neme-="the crowned"-- for he haed armed
himself with the mail of love, and copquered
through it everywhere. Because of his love
for Cod he was unshaken before the cruelty of
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the Jews ; through his love for his neighbor
he interceded even for those who stoned him.
Through love he argued with the erring that
they might be corrected ; through love he
prayed for those who stoned him lest they be
punished. Strong with the might of love he
overcame Saul who had compassed his death
cruelly, and won his persecutor on earth as
his comrade in heaven (8).

The lessons of this office in the Carthusian
Breviary correspond with those in the Roman Bre-
viary and so would be familiar to More from his
four years spent in the London Charterhouse.Later,
when he decided that he did not have a vocation
to be a monk, had married and was raising his
family, Ro:Ba: reports that "he had also the care
that on euery feast & ©Sunday all should here
Masse, At the Solemnities of Easter, Christmas,
Whit sonday, all Saintes, and the like, he would
haue all to arise at night, and go to the Church,
there to be present at Mattins, and after at Even
song."” (9).

The thought of the saint's charity at the
time of his martyrdom is continually in More's
mind and becomes a recurring theme in his writings.
In The Vialogue Concenning Tyndale he uses this
as an example of the love of the saints. "We see
that the nearer that folk draw thitherward (to-
ward heaven), the more good mind bear they to men
here. And therefore St.Stephen when he saw heaven
open for him, he began to pray for them that ma=~
liciously killed him. And think we then, that
being in heaven, he will not vouchsafe to pray
for ther that devoutly honour him, but hath less
love eand charity being there, than he had going
thitherward ?" (10). The obligation of the Chris-
tian to love his enemies echoes all through The
Dialogue of Comgont against Tribulation, composed
while More was in the Tower of London, To the ob-
jection that to die for the faith wunder such
conditions was shameful in the eyes of men, More
again turns to the example of St. Stephen for his
answer :

63

"Howe can that death Dbe shamefull'that 18
glorious ? or howve can it be bu? glor§9us, to
dye for the faith of Christ? if ve aie both
for the faith and inthe faith ioyned with hope
end charitie, whyle y€ scripture soO ?lalnly
sayth : Pretiosa in conspectu domini mors
sanctorum eius : Precious is in the sight of
God, the death of hys Sayntes. Qowe xf_the
death of hys Sayntes be glorious 1in tye sight
of God : it can neuer be shagefull in verye
dede, how shamefull sceuer 1t seeme here 13
the syghte of menne., Tor here we may see an
be sure,that not at the dgath of saynt.Steu;n
only, to whom it lyked him to shewe himselfe
with the heauen open ouer his headde,. but at
the death also of euery man that so dieth for

. - T nye,
the fayth : God with his heauenlye compa
beholdeth his whole passion,and verely looketh
on." (11).

In a letter to Dr. Nicholas Wilson, who was
also a prisoner for refusing to swear to the Act
of Supremacy, More writes :

But for my selff I moste humbly beseche hym
to gyve me the grace in sucge wyse pacyently
to conforme my mynde vnto his highe pleasuer
therin that after the trobelouse storme of
this my tempestyous tyme his greate mercy may
conducte me in to the suer haven of the 10y~
full blysse of hevyn,and after at his further
plesuer (yf I haue eny) all myne enymyes to,
for there shall we loue together well inoughe
and I thanck cur Lord for my parte SO do I
here to. Be not angry now thoughe I pray not
lyke for you, you be suer ino(u)g I wolde my
frendys fare no worse than they,nor yet they,
so helpe me (God,no) worse than my selff. (12)

On July 1, 1535 More was tried in Westminster
Hall, judzed.guilty and condemned to die, When
the verdict had been pronounced he made a short
speech disclosing his thoughts concerning the le-
gality of the Act of Supremacy and of his own
trial, William Roper, his son-in-law and f1rs§
biographer, gives the account of this speech. An
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then

After which ended, the Commissioners yeat
further curteouslye offred him, if he had any
thinge els to alleage for his defence, to
graunt him favorable audience.Who awneswered:
"More haue I not to say, my Lordes, but that
like as the blessed Apostle St Pawle, as we
read in thactes of the Apostles, was present,
and consented to the death of St Stephen, and
kepte their clothes that stoned him to deathe,
and yeat be they (nowe) both twayne holy
Sainctes in heaven, and shall continue there
frendes for euer, So I verily (truste), and
shall therefore right hartelye pray, that
thoughe your lordshippes haue nowe {here) in
earthe bine Judges to my condemnacion, we may
Yeat hereafter in heaven merrily all meete
together, to our euerlasting saluacion.,”™ (13)

It is noteworthy that the chapelin Westminster
Hall was dedicated to St. Stephen and, without
doubt, More had praved and meditated there fre-
quently during those years in which he himself
was judging cases as Chancellor, In 1547 Henry
VIII transferred the Commons from the Chapter
House in Westminster Abbey to St.Stephen's Chapel.
The name '"St., Stephen's" became a synonym for the
House of Commons and remained in use until that
part of Westminster Hall was destroyed by fire in
1834, (14) One would like to speculate whether
the various Speakers of the House during these
years were ever aware of the devotion to St.Stephen
of one of their most illustrious predecessors in
that high office ?

John R. Cavanaugh, C.S5.B.

St John Fisher Coilege
Rochester, N.Y.
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