The Courage to say ‘No’

John Twisleton reflects upon the missionary significance of the Saint John Fisher whose memory was honoured recently in the Tower of London

The Week of Prayer for Christian Unity 2004 began for me in the Tower of London with the memory of martyrdom. I had come to the capital with fellow Anglican mission officers to share perspectives about the contemporary health of the church. I left for Sussex at the end of the day with a powerful reminder that all our aspirations will founder without the courage of our convictions. This reminder came through attendance at Evensong in the Chapel Royal of St Peter Ad Vincula during which a framed description of the life of Bishop John Fisher was dedicated to hang close to his tomb there.

It was a homecoming. On 22 June 1535 after 14 months imprisonment John Fisher left his prison to be executed ‘glad to die for the truth of Christ’s Catholic Faith’. Earlier he had been made a Cardinal, something that did not help his cause. Henry VIII scornfully commented ‘let the Pope send him a hat – I will so provide that whoever wears it shall soon have no head to set it on’. Five centuries later we were to witness the solemn act of welcoming a Cardinal back to the Tower. A congregation of 200 packed into the Chapel Royal at The Tower saw the Bishop of London embrace the Cardinal Archbishop – ‘our Cardinal’ as he called Bishop Cormac – over the tomb of the martyr Cardinal after the two bishops had jointly dedicated the memorial.

Bishop Chartres went on to remind us that true ecumenical dialogue involves facing up to the different perceptions of history. Addressing a largely Roman Catholic congregation he admitted the ‘fascinating yet terrifying’ reality of King Henry VIII whilst affirming the continuity of the Church in England through the troubled period that included Fisher’s courageous martyrdom. Richard Chartres praised both the courage and discernment of Fisher ‘miscast as an unbending champion of an old order’ though himself a vigorous reformer as Bishop of Rochester. Saint John Fisher had no time for externals and peripherals. He discerned and concentrated on what were to him and to many essential issues. This led him to witness the parallel between the incarnation and the real presence in the Eucharist as expounded in John 6 and also to champion the ecumenical role of the Roman See. On account of these convictions held so courageously Fisher was unable to accept the Act of Supremacy for which he was sentenced to death.

Cardinal Cormac Murphy-O’Connor praised the generosity of spirit exemplified by the ecumenical hospitality of the day. The forces bringing about disunity in the 16th Century, as today, reflect sin and pride as well as the failure to witness to the truth by living it out. Nevertheless the road of ecumenism whose end is unity, is one way – there is no exit, only completion. The Cardinal warned us against letting perfection become the enemy of that of which we are capable, a comment exemplifying an almost Anglican pragmatism.

At a time when it appears that Anglicans are for the first time calling on advice from the Roman See to help their struggles over ‘provincial autonomy’ the memory of John Fisher seems particularly striking. So do the reminders he presents of how ecumenism relies both on our generous response to the movement of the Holy Spirit and upon the courage of those in such a dialogue to speak the truth. Bishop Chartres invited us to reflect ourselves on the question ‘what are we as Christians prepared to die for?’ and went on to say that answering this question involves discerning occasions when we need to say ‘No’.

Reflecting back on my day in London, it started with some joined up thinking about how we might reverse the declining church rolls of the Church of England. It ended for me with an unfashionable, uncomfortable reminder of the Church’s most powerful resource – holiness, the courage associated with it and its foundation in truth. 

Our days are different to those of John Fisher, our stresses and strains as Christians, real as they are, seem a long way from those experienced by a martyr saint in the Tower of London. Nevertheless the issues of keeping our nerve and the courage of our convictions whilst remaining gracious seem as real for Christians in England today as they have ever been. They are also issues that demonstrate how much we need one another as Christians and as ecclesial communities – the power of apathy and unbelief around us seem too strong for our churches to tackle alone. 
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