
Homily for the Feast of the English College Martyrs, 2nd December 
2019, at Our Lady of Grace Catholic Church, Prestwich, Manchester 

Readings: 2 Maccabees 7:1-2.9-14; 1 John 5:1-5; Gospel: Matthew 
10:28-33 

England is our mission territory. 

My house job one year was to be the College archivist and one day I 
came across a letter, dated 1580, that St Charles Borromeo had written 
in Italian to the then Rector of the English College. He said that he had 
greatly enjoyed the recent visit to him of seminarians on their way to the 
English Mission. He added that he would be glad to provide hospitality to 
other English priests in the future. I realised that he must have been 
referring to St Ralph Sherwin.  I imagine that these days an inexpert 
student such as I was would not have immediate access to such a 
precious document but I must say it was marvellous actually to hold a 
letter from a saint about a saint with whom through our shared 
association with the College I am connected.  

I read up about that stay subsequently. Apparently St Ralph and St 
Edmund Campion stayed with St Charles Borromeo for eight days and 
each evening after dinner they conversed. What they discussed 
precisely I do not think anybody knows. Certainly, St Charles had a 
particular affinity for England: he wore about his neck a small picture of 
St John Fisher a fellow bishop who, of course, had been martyred in 
1535. The situation in England had deteriorated in the 1570s, especially 
following Pope Pius V’s 1570 Bull excommunicating Elizabeth I and 
exonerating Catholics of obedience to her. Those conversing after dinner 
knew that the situation would be perilous. They must have realised that 
this would very likely be their last as well as their first meeting. Such an 
awareness would have been particularly poignant because they were all 
relatively young men. St Edmund was 40, St Charles, 42, St Ralph, 30. 
Campion and Sherwin were executed just over a year later. Borromeo 
died three years afterwards, exhausted by his labours. 

St Charles, of course, had been the one who, at the Council of Trent, in 
1562, when he was only 24, proposed the writing of the Roman 
Catechism to summarise the findings of the great Council of Trent. It was 
published four years later. We might say that the two English martyrs 
and he were each intent, in their respective mission fields, of putting into 



effect the teachings of that catechism, whose structure, as we know, 
formed the basis for the Catechism promulgated by St John Paul II in 
1992. In this fact we can see a parallel between their situation and ours. 
The Catholic Church in their day had been severely affected by 
aggression from without and by that malaise from within which is the 
perennial feature of a Church which is both human and divine and which 
is therefore always in need of reformation. The Catechism was a 
significant response which demonstrated how the areas of doctrine 
disputed and ridiculed by the Protestant reformers – such as the 
Sacrifice of the Mass, devotion to Mary, the authority of the Pope, the 
efficacy of the sacraments – all constituted part of the precious deposit 
of the faith handed down from Christ through the successors of the 
apostles. The publication of the book marked a new moment of 
intentional engagement with the populace of Europe and it would bear 
great fruits in the succeeding centuries. When I was eleven I was given 
my first pocket catechism – I think it had gone up form a penny to 20 
new pence in those days – and I distinctly remember thinking as I held it 
how marvellous it was that the whole truth of who I am and my 
relationship with God and the importance of the Church could be 
expressed so succinctly. 

A little remarked upon fact is how assiduous both Sherwin and Campion 
were in catechising people. I read Evelyn Waugh’s biography of 
Campion 25 years ago and it struck me then how the great Jesuit was 
always looking for opportunities to get alongside lapsed Catholics whom 
he encountered at various safe houses and use his time profitably by 
enjoining them to reconnect with holy Mother Church. Sherwin too is 
credited with converting a good number of people during his short 
ministry in England, before his stay in Marshalsea gaol and during his 
time as a prisoner there too. I sometimes wonder how I might engage 
with unchurched adults and effect some kind of response from them and 
then I dither and worry about methods and whether in fact this would be 
a good use of my limited time. They just got on with it. 

Another aspect of their lives which especially speaks to us is the fact that 
they expended a lot of time on fostering their interior lives. St Charles 
was famous for his devotional and ascetical life and his desire to be holy 
was no doubt thrown into relief by the worldliness of some ecclesiastics 
who, in the great cultural flourishing of the Renaissance, had accepted 



classical mores too uncritically. Sherwin too impressed his 
contemporaries with his sanctity. Bishop Challoner quotes his gaoler as 
saying that he had never met a priest who spent so much time in prayer. 
And his final words on the scaffold: “Jesu, Jesu, Jesu, be to me a Jesus” 
resound through the centuries and manifest an intense personal 
relationship with our Saviour. There was much to be done in the mission 
of the time and the temptation to fall into a corrosive activism and to 
skimp on prayer must have been as alive then as it is now, but these 
saints triumphed over that most subtle of allurements: they knew that if 
they were to witness wholeheartedly  to their Lord - and they were 
apprised of the particular necessity of doing that at that historical 
juncture – they needed to know him always more intimately. 

As well as speaking about the doctrines articulated in the Catechism and 
the importance of the interior life during those precious eight days in 
Milan, we can be sure that St Charles, St Ralph and St Edmund also 
spoke about England. It was home to two of them and for St Charles, it 
was we might say, the arena in which the beauty of the Catholic faith 
had shown itself most splendidly through the martyrdoms of Fisher and 
More. Their example inspired St Charles to counter the influence of the 
second generation of Protestants and to regenerate the Catholic Church 
within Europe. In our own time, England is an entity which is much 
discussed, indeed agonised over. Prominent in the campaign for the 
coming  general election is the debate about how our country should 
relate to Europe. In the midst of this, our bishops have announced in an 
extraordinarily bold move that England is to be rededicated as the Dowry 
of our Lady in a major act of re-evangelisation. We shy away from saying 
that England is a Catholic land – the Second Vatican Council’s teaching 
on the rightful autonomy of secular realities does not allow us to make 
such a far-reaching claim - but we can and must say that this particular 
territory has been dedicated to God by centuries of prayer, worship, 
education and gospel-inspired charitable initiatives and that nothing can 
efface that reality which, though currently diminished, remains vital. 

Whenever I think of England I think of John of Gaunt’s famous speech in 
Shakespeare’s Richard II about “this scepter’d isle.. this fortress built by 
Nature for herself”. Shakespeare was 17 when Campion and Sherwin 
were executed. No doubt he would have heard about their deaths. The 
authorities, frightened by the prospect of foreign invasion, would have 



made sure that their gruesome ends were widely publicised. At the time, 
Shakespeare’s father, John, was being investigated because of his 
non-attendance at services at the parish church. He was divesting 
himself of various parcels of family land to people whom he thought he 
could trust with a view to it being returned to him a few years later. The 
reason he was doing this, of course, was because the authorities 
routinely confiscated land from recusants to punish them for their 
non-cooperation. Symbolically, the authorities’ campaign was saying: 
England does not belong to you. 

Well they were wrong. It does. Our nation cannot be fully understood 
except in terms of the Catholic culture which, as Pope Benedict XVI 
pointed out in his speech to the British Parliament in 2010, has so 
enriched it. Now we increasingly recognise that this land, happily 
drenched in the innumerable graces conferred by the celebration of 
countless sacraments throughout the ages, has become mission 
territory. My own bishop, Bishop Marcus, has advised us, the clergy of 
Bradford, which is set to become a Muslim-majority city in a few years, 
that we should cooperate with one another as missionaries rather than 
being too focussed on our own particular parishes. It is as if we are 
reverting to the pastoral plan of the 1580s and I think that we are 
experiencing a new freedom as a result of that, indeed a new joy in our 
ministry. 

One of the sources of my joy is indeed to get to know some of the 
leaders of the mosques which are typically so full of young people. I find 
it energizing to be in the company of people who appreciate the beauty 
and the value of regular worship. It’s strange: the Battle of Le Panto, 
which checked the spread of Islam to Europe, was fought just ten years 
before the martyrdoms of Sherwin and Campion, and now here am I, a 
citizen of Bradford, positively inspired by the religious example of my 
Muslim neighbours!  Not so long ago one very genial imam gave us a 
tour of a mosque – it was the oldest in the city - founded I think in the 
early 60s, and he remarked at the end, with a rather mischievous glint in 
his eye: “We’re here, and we’re here to stay.” And we too might say, we 
who like many Muslims are both English and of immigrant stock: “And 
we’re here also, and, through the prayers of St Ralph Sherwin and his 
companion martyrs, we too are here to stay.” 



 


