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THE CROWN OF LIFE
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RADITIONALLY, meditations on death have leagued
with those on the judgment and on hell to induce a type
of fear that leads to repentance. Death terrifies the pagan
and the Christian who by sin has strayed into a pagan way of life.
aworld given over to the search for material well being and the
More physical perfections of human life these terrors are pushed
Wto the background of the mind. The foreground is wholly
ed with the desires and activities connected with good living.
editation on death is the last thing the living materialist would
Willingly undertake,
oday, however, this gloomy background threatens more
Persistently and enters subtly into the texture of life. In a certain
Snse men are today obsessed with death. National life as well as
Mernational is so organised that war becomes inevitable and
Modern war demands an ever increasing ‘death-potential’. The
Eﬁi" €rnments of nations are all the time seeking weapons that will
a greater number of men, women and children; and men stand
¥ petrified and powerless to prevent the working of the death
: C}une_ The obsession, too, creeps more subtly into our modern
toedm the desire to put the suffering out of pain by putting them
la.meath' It is not better to enter worldly kingdoms maimed or
hme than to be kept outside hale and hearty. The maimed and the
; cre Who suffer incurably must die. And what is to be said of the
geneasmg desire that living men should not be generated, and if
dayf:rated’ to be put out of the way before coming to .the light of
ph .Complacency in sterility spells a death which is not only
ysical but spiritual as well.
ecgl out God this under current of preoccupation with death
mes inevitable, The absence of a true end for human life,
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that is to say, where there is no true finality in which man may
discover the permanent fulfilment of his being, throws men back
on death—the end without finality. Without a spiritual end for
life the physical end spells the terror of negative finality. Aftet
death there is nothing.

Those whose end is life, life eternal in God, take an entirely
different point of view. They carry with them the figure of a mas
done to death in agony nailed to a tree. They attempt to establish
for themselves a constant life of ‘mortification’—a life that is 3
constant ‘making self to die’. The Christian, then, seeks the
integrity of a whole life not by acquiring the maximum comfort
and enjoyment in his daily existence, nor by secking a fulfilment
of all his living human powers. He finds the fulness of life it
death. Christ insisted so often that the seed must die and be buried
in order to bring forth the new life; that he finds his life who loses
it; that the followers of Christ must take up their cross daily. And
after listening to this strange paradox his disciples could cry: ‘Ob
death, where is your sting " Meditation on death in those days wal
a gloriously living contemplation, surrounded as the early Church
was by scores of men, women and children dying for their faith
and thus having a second, supernatural birthday.

A generation ago men were thinking that the age of marty®
had passed, that the brutality of inflicting torture and death on?
person because of his religious beliefs was no longer a real, livé
possibility. And so they made gloomy and doleful meditations of
the passing of life, while their spiritualist neighbours tried #
establish a superficial link between those who are living and thos¢
who had ‘passed over’ in order to assuage the melancholy reality:

But that generation has suddenly passed into another whence th*
Christian finds himself surrounded by his fellows in many couﬂ;.
tries falling, tortured and slain because they are followers ©
Christ. St Thomas suggests that fortitude, which chiefly inspir®
martyrdom, is exercised principally in warfare and that the mar
died as it were fighting for the highest good, namely for God
(II-11, 123, 5 c. and ad. 1). The metaphor is an apt one when
consider the numbers who are now slain because of their adheren®
to the faith. They are not yet indeed honoured by the Church
such. Many are inevitably immersed in political struggles, 2 ?tfl
that makes it difficult to disentangle true matryrdom for the 2!
from some more nationalistic motive. This must happen Wh
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the faith has been part and parcel of the normal life of the citizen.

d, even if many are never recognised as dying purely out of
ove of our Lord, they are not to be despised for a heroism devoted
Pethaps to loyalty to their country.

It was just this confusion between politics and the faith which
Made the situation in England under Henry VIII and Elizabeth
% difficult for the ordinary Catholic to understand and which
offers such a very close parallel to many of the persecutions of
Modern times. And if today England and most English-speaking
“Ountries are not subject to the insensate persecution that has
Qused such a shock to our refined sensibilities which had rele-
ated martyrdom to days gone by, nevertheless death for Chris-
Yans stands at our doors and we are at least called upon to enter
Mo the spirit of those who are dying and to share their deaths
With them. We have to glory in their sacrifice, and to glory in

cath we must enter into the life which precedes martyrdom. For
€ martyr is not made in 2 moment; martyrdom is the crown of
¢ ife spent in preparation for it. Death crowns life in the Chris-
-b $ view; it does not destroy it. And every Christian should now
¢ leading a life which could so be crowned.
re we may turn to the lives of those men and women in
fgland who lived in such a way that they are now honoured—
p;"rtlculau:ly on the 4th of May—as martyrs, witnesses by their
€ath to the deathlessness of their faith. We can nearly always

Ctect in the life of a martyr the seeds of his final glory. And we

Slect it principally in the way he prayed and in the way he
Olowed the austere figure of death by mortifying his own human
c ture. It was this that St Thomas More pointed to as the three

arthllsmn Priors and the Brigittine were drawn in agony past

Window on their way to Tyburn:

'ThCSC blessed fathers be now as cheerfully going to their deaths

als1 bridegrooms to their marriage . . . For God considering
t Cir 1Ong continued life in most sore and grievous penance,
10 longer suffer them to remain here in this vale of misery
and Iniquity, but speedily hence he taketh them to the fruition
of his everlasting Deity. '
sin(f)‘re Compared them to his own ‘miserable life’ spent ‘most
the o) > but beneath the humility of the saint we may discover
. Secret of his own death. He had himself devoted time and
T8Y t0 a similar pursuit of ‘mortification’. Not only had he
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persistently worn his shirt of hair almost all his adult life; he had

studied under the shadow of these Carthusians’ own austere live!
in the London Charterhouse; he had risen in Cistercian fashion &
2 a.m. and prayed and studied till 7 o’clock, when he assisted #
Mass. Friday had always been a day of special penance for th¥
brilliant light among the Christian humanists of the day.

The prayer of these Carthusians, assisting at the Mass of th‘_
Holy Spirit before making their decision to die rather than gi%#
way to the King’s wishes, had been answered—*a soft whisper ¢
air which some perceived with their bodily senses, while 4
experienced its sweet influence upon their hearts’. The gift A
fortitude which is of the stuff of martyrs comes immediately frod|
the Holy Spirit, but it can only come when prayer and morti
cation have rendered the soul responsive and receptive of his gi
We may turn our eyes for a moment towards that court!
Newdigate, gay friend of the King; he had seen the evil in ¥
King’s ways and had died to the world ten years before o
entering the Charterhouse. There he had prepared himself Y
prayer and penance for the time when he would be chained fo
seventeen days by neck and legs unable to move, the prelimin
to his execution with his two brethren, hanged and cut to pied
in the pure white of his monastic habit. Within two months?
had followed his prior who, cut down from the gallows, W’
heard to say gently as his entrails were torn out, ‘Oh most merclfd
Jesus, have pity upon me in this hour’.

Such is the spirit of men who live the Christian life to its f‘“
in the midst of death, in the midst of mortification. And that!lﬁ
is one in its essential characteristics both in the unwordly seclust’
of the cloister and in the political turmoil of the Chanceuoj
office. The married man and father of a family, the man who b
the highest political post, was moved equally by the spirit
fortitude as was the ccclesiastic who became Bishop of Rochest#
and as were these cloistered monks long since snatched from 4
political or ecclesiastical world. And what is the secret oflig
triumph in death if not that the life and death of Christ is re
once again in them as it had been in the first martyr, St StepB f
who is shown by St Luke in Acts to have died the same death
our Lord:

The place of death in the redemption of the world may be “ﬂ
from this point of view. For originally the penalty of ead
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human e in his fashion had been the effect of a sin that unleashed
Jan’s physical powers in’ such a way that they dominated his
\mortal spirit. Physical death then became inevitable, but always
 thing of terror. It was a necessary penalty for sin, but one
Which vyas imposed on the cringing spirit of man. He refused to
3ccept it; at least he would never agree to taking it upon himself
th gly as a punishment for sin. His spirit even while suffering
©penalty cried out against the judgment of God, until the day
¢ when the untarnished and rapier-like will of the Son-made-
thy, Was to overcome this resistance to just punishment and thrust
Ough to the very heart of original sin by being willing to die
O the whole of man’s iniquity. At that moment death itself
‘came the instrument for man of glory to God. The redemption
Bachieved by the free, active acceptance of the penalties of sin;
this is the principal act of the martyr—that he should willingly
actively sustain suffering and death by the virtue and gift of
R tude. “The virtue of fortitude, the nature of which is to show
otfer.tam fixed determination, principally deals with the “passion”
zﬂlght from physical ills, i.e. with fear.” (II-II, 141, 3; cf: 123, 6;
) % 2 ad 3.) The triumph over death is gained only in the
“ptance of death; therein lies the paradox of the redemption.
e 0 Put up with death seems to be the height of ‘passivity’; but in
ﬁf:ct 1t must be the deepest and the most powerful act of a man’s
tion ot which all the preceding activity must be simply a prepara-

Camy,

fotti

b ltis here that we can see the full import of a life of prayer and
e and the reason why these two activities in particular form
andessential preparation for the death of men like St Thomas More
Vie the Carthusians in the sixteenth century apd of the tortu;ed
dogms of persecution today. Prayer in its simplest expression
the | 1ot attempt to change God’s will or to bring him down to
1 <vel of human whims and fancies; prayer moulds the human
Pasg; uPOH.the divine. A life of constant prayer is not simply a
ac Ve attitude of a soul looking towards God, but of frequent
. Ot Petition the underlying theme of which is alway§ ‘Thy
$Pirig ¢ done’. The more the Christian asks from God.m this
Ctern;lthe more conformed does he become to the unchanging and
Cartly, of the Father. The contemplation to which the
sty 1“513{18 and St Thomas More were devoted was at heart
PY this devoted resting of their wills upon God’s eternal will,
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a resting reached by constant acts of resignation. “That this chali¢
might pass . . . nevertheless, not my will but thine be done’. T8
fruit of persistent prayer is therefore the perfection of obedient
which is the ‘obedience unto death’. In exceptional cases the gr#
of God, the power of the Holy Spirit, can overcome the pervcrﬂj
of the human will and transform it suddenly into a true vehicle
the divine will of love. But in ordinary circumstances the ha
of prayer, softening the will by degrees as the acts of surren
become more protracted and deeper, makes straight the Wj
towards the final acceptance of death. Prayer precedes the-!
flowering of the gifts of the Holy Ghost as the moisture that gi¥
life to the plant and beauty to its petals.

But it was the life of penance or ‘mortification’ that struck M¢
most forcibly as the outstanding characteristic of the marty!
Prayer cannot achieve this softening of the resistance of self—.Vf;
unless it be supported at the same time by the activity of mor
" cation; for mortification beats down the enemies to the freed?

of the spirit. Not only does it demand the same virtue of forti
which inspires the martyr, but it also deals effectively with%
power of physical attraction which clogs the spirit and rende?
subject to the moribund declension of the body. Penance 2%
the passions, gradually subjecting them to the will so that a @
may be angry and sin not, love with passion yet chastel‘Z"ai
charity, eat with delight yet temperately. By dealing fiercely |
his untamed instincts man makes it possible for the will to be fj
and therefore freely to dispose itself to the movement of the H J'
Spirit. Under grace the will controls the movements not o Yﬁi
the inner spiritual activity of such things as prayer, but also J'
outward actions of the body and soul. During this proci‘yl
ascetical training the terror of suffering and even death is %
remote. It can never be banished altogether, for nature Cﬁn@
physical life as God has made it so; but the control thus estab v
by mortification makes it possible for the Holy Spirit to exi(o'"
the special power of fortitude when death actually stands b
the Christian’s eyes and puts the firmness of his intention ©'|
greatest test. ¥

Prayer and penance together, then, produce in man uo¢|
obedience which is required before the Christian can 0]
Chuist usque ad mortem. Both active, and strenuously sor -y’
gradually fuse the activity of the human spirit with that ©
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HOI}' Spirit, so that there is one activity. In this way the Christian
B 5aid to have become completely passive in the hands of God,
*eady to be taken by him wherever he wishes. He is able in this
Sateof powerful passivity to support even death for the love of God.
Itis therefore the life of the English martyrs that means so much
¥ us today. We admire them in their dying. We are carried away
With enthusiasm for the simple faith of St John Fisher, who could
3y in one short phrase before his execution that he died willingly
or the truth of the Catholic faith. But not many of us are called
Pon to undergo that final test when only the power of the Holy
Ost could carry us through to victory. But that faith of which
- €Y are the ‘witnesses’ is not merely an assent to certain truths;
%15 2 life spurred on to intense activity and overwhelming ex-
Perience by prayer and penance, which themselves always deepen
th?st union of wills in God which is called charity or love. And
) life of faith and charity made fruitful by mortification and
t}(1”“711111211 prayer is demanded of us all if we are to be worthy of
0S¢ who today are suffering in the same way. There are con-
Mplatives, ecclesiastics and men of the world languishing in
Prson, tortured to the very depths of their human characters,
haylng or being killed, and these things they suffer because they
Ve devoted themselves to Christ. If these men are to be sup-
E:’ Ued in their final testing and are to gain the crown, we fellow
embers of Christ must live in the same spirit of obedience unto
% th by Prayer and penance. And if it so be that the turn might
Chl?i: to one of us, we might then presume to rely upon the
e 1A life that we had led in company with the host of Christ’s
“Mbers and to die as we had lived—in faith triumphant.
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THE SPIRITUALITY OF ST THOMAS MORE
By
BERNARD FISHER

The King's good servant—but God's first.
—St Thomas More on the scaffold.
TTHOMAS MORE, ‘the one genius of England’, to quote
fasmus, is one of the best-loved of Englishmen. His wit
and 1fi?’ol’ning led Swift to number him among the seven





