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BECKET, Thomas a, Saint (1118-1170), martyr and archbishop of
Canterbury. He first served as chancellor under Henry II, becoming a
close friend, but in 1162 was appointed archbishop of Canterbury.
Thereafter he supported the Church against the monarchy, and soon he
and the king were at odds. The rift culminated in Becket’s refusal to
approve the royal “Constitutions of Clarendon”, which sought to limit
Church authority. A threatened papal interdict brought a temporary
reconciliation, but in 1170 the intransigent Becket was murdered in the
cathedral at Canterbury by four knights inspired by some rash words of
the king’s. Becket was canonized in 1173."
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There was little of regal dignity in the young king’s look and ways,
in his square-builf,thick-set frame,his sturdy limbs, his bullet-shaped
head with its mass of close-cropped tawny hair, his ‘lion-like’ face with
its freckled skin, and its prominent ‘eyes that, for all their soft grey
colour, could glow like balls of fire when the demon-spirit of Anjou was
roused; in his absorbing passion for the chase; in the disregard of
conventionalities shown by his coarse gloveless hands, his careless
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dress, his rough-and-ready speech; in the restlessness which kept him on
his feet from morning till night, scorning every seat but the saddle,
grudging every minute withdrawn from active occupation, beguiling
with scribbing or with whispered talk the enforced tranquillity even of
the hour of mass, dragging his weary courtiers about the country in
ceaseless journeys, often to the most unlikely and inconvenient places,
with equal indifference to their comfort and to his own; or his own; or
in the outbreaks of a temper which mounted to sheer momentary
madness, when he would utter the most unaccountable blasphemies, or
gnaw the rushes from the floor and lie rolling among them like one
possessed. Yet already England had discerned in this uncouth lad of
twenty-one the quiet strength of a born ruler of men. ‘All folk loved
him,” says the English chronicler, summing up the impression left by the
five month which had elapsed between Henry’s treaty with Stephen and
his return to Normandy, ‘for he did good justice and made peace.” And
‘justice’ and ‘peace,’ in the sense which those words conveyed to the men
of his day, were to be the main characteristics of his reign in England.*
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Calling him aside, the king spake to him privately, saying, “You do not
yet fully comprehend the reason for your mission.” And he added, “It is
my intention that you should beécome archbishop of Canterbury.” To
whom the chancellor replied, looking down and pointing with a smile at
‘the gay attire he was wearing, “How religious, how saintly, is the man
whom you would appoint to that holy see and over so renowned and
pious a body of monks. I know of a truth that, should God so dispose it,
you would speedily turn your face away from me, and the love which is
now so great between us would be changed into the most bitter hatred.
I know indeed that you would make many demands—for already you
presume overmuch in ecclesiastical affairs—which I could never bear
with equanimity. And so the envious would find occasion to stir up
endless strife between us.”!? ‘
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Henry at once proposed to bishops that a clerk, convicted of a crime,
should be deprived of his orders, and handed over to the King’s tribu-
nals. The local courts of the feudal baronage had been roughly shorn of
their power by the judicial reforms of Henry the First, and the Church
courts, as the Conqueror had created them, with their exclusive right of
justice over the whole body of educated men throughout the realm,
formed the one great exception to the system which was concentrating
all jurisdiction in the hands of the King. The bishops yielded, but
opposition came from the very prelate whom Henry had created to

enforce his will.*
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His aspect wore :the appearance of seriousness and mental recollection,
and secret de\}otibn: And all men of recollection plainly saw that he was
meditating some great design, and that the ambition and ostentation of
his character had turned itself towards a new and more dangerous
obJ"ect.17
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breaking down the barriers which, under the name of clerical immu-
nities, kept a large part of the populatiton free of all legal restraint save
that of the canon law, and altogether beyond the reach of his kingly
authority and justice.?®
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‘The king is reported to have said that the two of you could no longer
remain together in England, he as King and you as archbishop. It were
safer to leave everything to his mercy, lest perchance (which God
forbid) he detain you without sufeties on a charge of embezzlement of
the money you received from him;as chancellor and auditor of accounts,
or lay hands upon you; whence would accrue sorrow to the English
Church and shame to the realm.?* ‘
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If it were possible, it should be mine to carry it always in my own hands;
but now I know what I do, for it is to preserve the place of God for my
own person and the Church of the English.?®
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I confess and recall that I received many commissions and dignities
from the lord king, wherein I served him faithfully both here and
overseas, and also, after I had joyfully expended all my own revenues,
I became bound on his behalf as a debtor for a considerable sum of
money. Furthermore, when, by divine permission and the favour of the
lord king, I was elected archbishop and awaited consecration, I was
dismissed by the king and given free to the church of Canterbury, quit
and loosed from every secular suit of the king, although now he angrily
denies it: but this many of you well know, and all the ecclesiastics of the
realm. And you who know the truth of this [ pray, beseech and adjure
to bring this to the king’s notice, against whom it were not safe, even
if it were lawful, to produce witnesses; nor indeed will there be any
need, for I will not litigate in this affair.?®
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But as to the prohibition and appeal which the bishop have this day
alleged against me, I remember indeed that I did say to my brother-
bishops that they had condemned me for a single absence, and not for
contumacy, with undue severity and contrary to custom and age-long
precedent. For this I have appealed against them and forbidden them,
while this appeal is pending, to judge me again in any secular suit
arising from the time prior to my assumption of the archiepiscopal
dignity. I still appeal, and I place both my person and the church of
Canterbury under the protection of God and the lord pope.
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“My lord archbishop, saving your favour,we have much to complain of
against you. You have gravely injured us, your bishop. You have shut us
up in a trap by your prohibition, you have placed us, as it were, between
the hammer and the anvil; for if we disobey, we are ensnared in the
bonds of disobedience; if we obey, we infringe the constitution and
trespass against the king. For recently, when we were assembled
together with you at Clarendon, we were required by our lord the king
to observe his royal dignities and lest perchance we sould be in any
doubt, he showed us in writing the royal customs of which he spoke. At
length we pledged our assent and promised to observe them, you in the
first place, and we, your suffragans, afterwards at your command.
When, furthermore, the lord king exacted an oath from us as security-
and required the impression of our geals, we told him that our oath as
priests, sworn to him in the word of truth, to observe his royal privi-
leges in good faith, lawfully and without guile, ought to suffice. The
lord king was persuaded and agreed. You now compel us to act con-
trary to this, forbidding us to take part in the trial, as he requires of us.
From this grievance and whatsoever further injury you may add to it,

we appeal to the lord pope and for the present obey your prohibition.”2
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“What is this which you would do? Have you come to judge me? You
have no right to do so. Judgment is a sentence given after trial. This day
I have said nothing in the way of pleading. For no suit have I been
summoned hither save only at the suit of John, who has not come to
prove his charge. With respect to this you cannot give sentence. Such as
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I am, I am your father; you are magnates of the household, lay power,
ecular personages. I will not hear your judgment.”
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Synopsis

Varieties of Interpretation
—Rivalries between Henry 11
and Thomas a Becket

Osamu Ono

The natural death of an eminent person often heralds the passing of an
age. But if such a person has been rhurdered, the reaction of people would
be so violent that only the creation of a new saint could help pacify their
rage. This was especially true about the murder of Thomas 4 Becket,
Archbishop of Canterbury, now the most popular saint of England. He
was murdered in his cathedral by four knights spurred by the King’s
wrath four days after Christmas in 1170.

Henry II, then King of England;, was the first King who built up an
empire commanding the vast area'including the whole western coast of
France. Though only twenty-two when crowned, he was already regarded
by many peoples as their future master.

Born a descendant of the ancient king of the Britons, he was conscious
of his teutonic blood and was secretly fostering a dislike of Norman peers
and riches who were oppressing people and exploiting privileges of the
Roman Church. In an age when the Church was gradually embracing the
whole life of people with its invincible authority, Henry II set forth a
series of measures to break down the barriers that had kept the ecclesias-
tical privileges intact from the jurisdiction of the King. During the first
stage of reforms, Henry II received great assistance from the Chancellor
of his favour, Thomas a4 Becket, former Archdeacon of Canterbury and
assistant to Theobald, the Primate of the whole of England. Henry II
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regarded Thomas as his best and most trusted friend. Thomas proved
himself during his days as Chancellor, being Henry’s excellent ambassa-
dor, statesman and commander. Upon the death of Theobald, Henry II
strongly urged the bishops to elect Thomas as successor, and urged
Thomas himself to accept the Papal appointment as Archbishop.

This time, Henry II was totally wrong in his choice. To the dismay of
Henry, Thomas declared on his acceptance of Papal gift of attire that
from then on he would be obliged to devote himself wholly in service to
the Church and the protection of the ecclesiastical immunities. The
completely different image of Thomas emerged as an ascetic monk
wearing a hair shirt underneath his garment and taking St Anselm for his
model. Henry II was to meet from the new primate all kinds of opposition.

Since Henry II was strong-willed and determined to accomplish his
mission to alleviate people’s worries over the rampant roving of clerk
criminals and to end the long time demand for the settlement of land
disputes, he introduced a new system of inquest by sworn recognitors,
namely the verdict of twelve, to serve at the royal court of justice.

At a session of the Great Council in the 1160s, Henry II was somewhat
successful in strengthening the power of the king. Thomas 3 Becket
himself was summoned to the Great Council at Northampton for his
alleged offense in plundering the Royal Treasury during his days as
Chancellor and for other vexatious charges. Thomas strongly defended
himself aginst this, claiming his immunities as Archbishop, and refused in
anger to remain in a Council room which had turned into a trial. He also
refused to sign the Constitution of Clarendon, which was later promulgat-
ed by the King as a new act and remained as an English law until some
years after the murder of Thomas a4 Becket.

Shortly after the harsh remarks of protest, Thomas stood up with the
tall ceremonial cross held in his hand and made his way out of the Council
room, leaving the King, bishops, and peers behind him. Had it not been for
the order from the King to make criers proclaim in the street that no man
should injure the archbishop with insult, there might not have been a slim



28 ‘ N EF &

chance for the Primate to escape with a few clerks to the continent. Then
from Europe he .started pronouncing excommunications and interdicts
one after another to those who Were sided with the King. Meanwhile,
Henry II responded by banishing Thomas’s kinsmen from England and
confiscating the Primate’s official estate. Henry finally came to stage the
coronation of his crown prince by the Archbishop of York. This was the
worst blunder that he comunitted in his life, for this was the privilege of
Canterbury. The Pope advised concession and both met once, but in vain.
Black clouds were gathering above the horizen and occasional lightning
brightened up the dark sky, warning of the coming storm over
Canterbury.



