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The Festival of Thomas Becket, 29th December 2024


Ecclesiasticus 51.1-8; Matthew 10.28-33


Today is the First Sunday of Christmas, but it is also the Festival of Thomas Becket, the Archbishop of Canterbury, who was murdered in the cathedral on this day in 1170.

I’m sure most of us are familiar with the story of Henry II of England exclaiming, ‘Will no one rid me of this turbulent priest?’ (or troublesome priest), which prompted four knights to travel from Normandy to Canterbury, where they killed Becket, due to an ongoing dispute between crown and church.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Will_no_one_rid_me_of_this_turbulent_priest%3F. ] 


It is interesting to note that, on the days following Christmas Day: 26th December commemorates Stephen, the First Martyr; 28th December commemorates the Holy Innocents, who were killed by Herod in an attempt to kill the baby Jesus; and 29th December commemorates the martyrdom of Thomas Becket.  That’s three days of martyrdom out of four, which is something of a corrective to the sometimes forced jollity of Christmas!

It puts me in mind of a poem by Steve Turner, ‘Christmas is Really for the Children’, which includes the following lines:

Christmas is really
for the children.
Especially for children
who like animals, stables,
stars and babies wrapped
in swaddling clothes.  …

Easter is not really
for the children.  …
It has whips, blood, nails,
a spear and allegations
of body snatching.
It involves politics, God
and the sins of the world.
It is not good for people
of a nervous disposition.
They would do better to …

wait for a re-run of
Christmas without asking
too many questions about
what Jesus did when he grew up
or whether there's any connection.

We will find that sentiment echoed in the hymn following this sermon:

Nails, spear, shall pierce him through, 
the cross be borne for me, for you: 
hail, hail, the Saviour comes, 
the babe, the son of Mary.

The way in which death is linked to the birth of Christ also puts me in mind of the well-known poem, The Journey of the Magi, by T. S. Eliot, which ends with the lines:

were we led all that way for
Birth or Death? There was a Birth, certainly
We had evidence and no doubt. I had seen birth and death,
But had thought they were different; this Birth was
Hard and bitter agony for us, like Death, our death.  …
I should be glad of another death.

I must confess that I have never seen the play, Murder in the Cathedral, also by T. S. Eliot, but I have recently ordered a copy, which I intend to read in the New Year.  The play was shown on BBC television in 1936, the first year that television was broadcast in the United Kingdom.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  https://literariness.org/2018/07/19/analysis-of-murder-in-the-cathedral/. ] 


From what I have read online, in the first part of the play, 

Four Tempters appear, one after the other, to tempt Becket. The First Tempter says that Becket should return to the secular life of pleasure that he led as a young man. The Second Tempter tells Becket that he should become Chancellor of England again, saying that he can do more to help the poor in a political position than in a purely religious one. The Third Tempter suggests that Becket form a new government composed of the nation’s barons, allowing him to effectively rule England. Becket finds these temptations easy to resist because they are things which he has already experienced.

The Fourth Tempter’s proposition is quite different. He suggests that Becket should seek to become a martyr. In death, his cause would be recognized as just and his enemies would be condemned. His name would long outlast those of the men that killed him. Becket recognizes this as the worst temptation of all.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Ibid.] 


I am reminded of Jesus being tempted in the wilderness.  Some of the temptations sound reasonable enough, on their own terms, … which is precisely why they are so tempting!  But Becket responds by saying, 

The last temptation is the greatest treason:
To do the right deed for the wrong reason.

Becket then goes on to preach a sermon on Christmas Day, in which he speaks as follows: 

Whenever Mass is said, we re-enact the Passion and Death of Our Lord; and on this Christmas Day we do this in celebration of His Birth.  So that … we celebrate at once the Birth of Our Lord and His Passion and Death upon the Cross.  Beloved, as the World sees, this is to behave in a strange fashion.  For who in the World will both mourn and rejoice at once and for the same reason?  For either joy will be overborne by mourning, or mourning will be cast out by joy; so it is only in these our Christian mysteries that we can rejoice and mourn at once for the same reason.  …

Is it an accident, do you think, that the day of the first martyr follows immediately the day of the Birth of Christ?  By no means.  Just as we rejoice and mourn at once, in the Birth and in the Passion of Our Lord; so also, in a smaller figure, we both rejoice and mourn in the death of martyrs.  We mourn, for the sins of the world that has martyred them; we rejoice, that another soul is numbered among the Saints in Heaven, for the glory of God and for the salvation of men.

Beloved, we do not think of a martyr simply as a good Christian who has been killed because he is a Christian: for that would be solely to mourn.  We do not think of him simply as a good Christian who has been elevated to the company of the Saints: for that would be simply to rejoice.  …  A Christian martyrdom is no accident. Saints are not made by accident.  Still less is a Christian martyrdom the effect of a man’s will to become a Saint, as a man by willing and contriving may become a ruler of men.  …  A martyrdom is never the design of man; for the true martyr is he who has become the instrument of God, who has lost his will in the will of God, not lost it but found it, for he has found freedom in submission to God.  The martyr no longer desires anything for himself, not even the glory of martyrdom.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  https://archive.org/details/in.ernet.dli.2015.86641. ] 


I will conclude with three observations, which relate the martyrdom of Thomas Becket to the resignation of the most recent Archbishop of Canterbury, Justin Welby.

First, the killing of Thomas Becket, and the resignation of Justin Welby, are a symptom of, rather than a solution to, an underlying problem.  The resignation of Justin Welby does not, by itself, solve the safeguarding problems of the Church of England.  And I’m not sure that another resignation will improve the situation.

Second, just as T. S. Eliot’s play explores the motivations, justifications and culpability of those involved in killing Thomas Becket, so the rights and wrongs of Justin Welby’s resignation are not entirely clear to me.  We might remember Jesus’ challenge to the crowd, in John’s Gospel, ‘Let anyone … who is without sin be the first to throw a stone’ (John 8.7).

And, finally, whatever we think of the current turmoil in the Church of England, the killing of Thomas Becket reminds us that there has been similar turmoil in the past.  In fact, you might say that the Church of England itself was born out of turmoil, at the time of King Henry VIII.  

Christ himself was born in a stable at a time of political turmoil.  Much as we may love and admire the institution of the Church of England, our true stability is found in a stable.
