thomas becket archbishop of canterbury

Thomas Becket, Archbishop of Canterbury, is a significant figure in English history, known for
his tumultuous relationship with King Henry II and his ultimate martyrdom. His life and death not
only shaped the ecclesiastical landscape of England but also had profound implications for the
relationship between church and state. This article explores the life, significance, and legacy of
Thomas Becket, focusing on his rise to power, conflicts, and lasting impact on Christianity and
English law.

Early Life and Career

Thomas Becket was born around 1119 in London, England, into a family of merchants of Norman
descent. His early education began in London before he moved to the University of Oxford, and later
to Paris. His intellectual prowess led him to a career in the church, where he quickly rose through
the ranks due to his administrative skills and strong connections.

Education and Early Positions

- Oxford and Paris: Becket's education at these prestigious institutions provided him with a solid
foundation in theology and philosophy.

- Clerical Career: He was appointed as a clerk to Theobald, the Archbishop of Canterbury, which
marked the beginning of his ecclesiastical career.

- Chancellor of England: In 1155, Becket was appointed Chancellor by King Henry II, a role that
significantly increased his influence in both church and state affairs.

Becoming Archbishop of Canterbury

In 1162, following the death of Theobald, Thomas Becket was appointed Archbishop of Canterbury.
This appointment marked a turning point in his life, as he transitioned from a loyal servant of the
king to a staunch defender of the church's interests.

Conflict with King Henry 11

The relationship between Becket and Henry II began as a strong alliance, but it deteriorated as
Becket took on the responsibilities of his new role. He became increasingly committed to the
independence of the church, which put him at odds with the king.

- Investiture Controversy: One of the primary sources of conflict was the issue of who had the
authority to appoint bishops. Henry II sought to control appointments, while Becket insisted that
only the church should have that power.

- The Constitutions of Clarendon (1164): These were a set of legislative reforms proposed by Henry



IT to limit the power of the church. Becket opposed these reforms, leading to a public fallout
between the two.

The Exile of Thomas Becket

As tensions escalated, Becket's defiance led to his temporary exile. In 1164, he fled to France, where
he sought refuge with King Louis VII. During his exile, Becket continued to advocate for the rights of
the church and sought support from various European leaders.

Life in Exile

- Support from Louis VII: Becket found a sympathetic ally in the French king, who supported his
cause against Henry II.

- Papal Support: Becket also received backing from Pope Alexander III, strengthening his position
and resolve.

Return to England

In 1170, after six years in exile, Becket returned to England following a reconciliation with Henry II.
However, the tensions between church and state remained unresolved, leading to further conflict.

Final Confrontation

Upon his return, Becket excommunicated several bishops who had supported Henry's reforms,
reigniting hostilities. This act set the stage for the tragic events that would follow.

Martyrdom of Thomas Becket

On December 29, 1170, Thomas Becket was murdered in Canterbury Cathedral by four knights who
believed they were acting on Henry II's wishes. This shocking act of violence would have far-
reaching consequences for both the church and the monarchy.

Impact of Becket's Death

- Public Outcry: Becket's murder elicited widespread outrage among the populace and the clergy,
viewing him as a martyr for the church.

- Henry II's Repentance: The king faced immense backlash, leading him to do penance for his role in
Becket's death, including a public display of humility at Becket's tomb.



Legacy of Thomas Becket

Thomas Becket's legacy is profound, shaping religious, political, and legal landscapes in England
and beyond.

Canonization and Veneration

- Canonization: In 1173, just three years after his death, Becket was canonized by Pope Alexander
I11, solidifying his status as a martyr.

- Pilgrimage: His shrine at Canterbury Cathedral became a major pilgrimage site, attracting
thousands of devotees seeking miracles and blessings.

Influence on Church and State Relations

Becket's life and martyrdom highlighted the ongoing struggle for power between the church and the
monarchy, influencing future conflicts and the development of English constitutional law.

In Literature and Culture

- Literary References: Becket's story has inspired numerous literary works, notably T.S. Eliot's play
"Murder in the Cathedral," which reflects on his life and martyrdom.

- Cultural Significance: His legacy continues to be an essential part of discussions surrounding
religious freedom and the relationship between church and state.

Conclusion

Thomas Becket, Archbishop of Canterbury, remains a pivotal figure in history, embodying the
struggle for ecclesiastical independence and the complexities of church-state relations. His
martyrdom not only transformed the religious landscape of England but also served as a catalyst for
broader legal and political changes. Becket's story is a reminder of the enduring conflict between
authority and conscience, a theme that resonates throughout history and remains relevant today.
Through his legacy, we gain insight into the importance of faith, conviction, and the quest for justice
in the face of tyranny.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Thomas Becket?

Thomas Becket was the Archbishop of Canterbury from 1162 until his murder in 1170. He is known
for his conflict with King Henry II over the rights and privileges of the Church.



What was the primary conflict between Thomas Becket and
King Henry II?

The primary conflict revolved around the authority of the Church versus the authority of the
monarchy, particularly regarding the legal jurisdiction over clergy and church matters.

How did Thomas Becket die?

Thomas Becket was murdered on December 29, 1170, by knights loyal to King Henry II, who
believed they were acting on the king's wishes.

Why is Thomas Becket a significant figure in English history?

Thomas Becket is significant for his role in the struggle for church independence from royal
authority, which had lasting impacts on the relationship between church and state in England.

What were the repercussions of Becket's murder?

Becket's murder led to public outrage, the eventual penance of King Henry II, and solidified Becket's
status as a martyr and saint, influencing the church's power and the monarchy's authority.

When was Thomas Becket canonized as a saint?

Thomas Becket was canonized as a saint by Pope Alexander III in 1173, just three years after his
death.

What is the significance of Canterbury Cathedral in relation to
Thomas Becket?

Canterbury Cathedral is significant as the site of Thomas Becket's murder and later became a
pilgrimage destination, symbolizing his martyrdom and the conflict between church and state.

What literary works have been inspired by Thomas Becket's
life and death?

Thomas Becket's life and death inspired various literary works, including T.S. Eliot's play 'Murder in
the Cathedral,' which explores themes of martyrdom and conflict.

How did Becket's relationship with Henry II change over time?

Initially friends and allies, Becket's relationship with Henry II deteriorated after he became
Archbishop, as he prioritized the church's interests over the king's secular authority.

What legacy did Thomas Becket leave behind?

Thomas Becket's legacy includes his role as a martyr for the Church, his canonization, and his
influence on the evolving relationship between the church and the English monarchy.
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