
Background: What was the Church and why was it important? 

 

To fully understand the issues at stake in this topic, we need firstly to work out 

what the Church was and why it was so important during this time period. 

What is the Church?  

When I use the word ‘Church’ it generally means everybody working for the 

Church, from the Pope at its head, down to Archbishop, Bishops, the 

priests and clerks. It also includes all of the buildings and land attached to 

Christianity and the money that comes in from those lands. When we refer 

to ‘The Church’ it means the whole institution, not just a physical building, 

i.e. the village church. 

Why was the Church so important? 

In medieval England, the Church dominated everybody's life. All Medieval 

people - be they village peasants, barons, knights, kings or towns people - 

believed that God, Heaven and Hell existed  

The control the Church had over the people was total. For example, 

peasants worked for free on church land for a certain number of days a year 

and had to give 10% of their earnings to the Church (this payment was 

called a Tithe)  

The Church was very wealthy and owned lots of land, some reasons are: 

 - If you died you had to pay to be buried on Church lands 

 - If you were born you had to give a donation in order to be baptised 

 - You could buy ‘Indulgences’ to guarantee you would go to heaven. 

Interestingly, when Henry VIII dissolved the monasteries (buildings where 

monks lived) in the 1500’s he received 25% of total land in England. 

The church was rich and had a lot of influence 

Why didn’t the king just rule himself? 

In William the Conqueror’s time, the King was responsible for the wellbeing 

of the physical body, the pope for the wellbeing of the soul.  



Two types of law and law courts developed in medieval society to govern 

the two different spheres, secular law and law courts (the king’s justice) and 

canon law and law courts (religious/ecclesiastical law).  

This worked quite well, but when the laws disagreed with each other, who 

should be right? This often led to arguments as if, for example, a religious 

person committed a crime, who should punish them, church courts, or 

secular courts? This was the issue that Becket and Henry II were to argue 

over. 

Why was there debate over who chose bishops? 

 Archbishops and bishops received their land from the king. They were 

 members of the Feudal System and as such had sworn oaths of fealty and 

 paid homage to the king. Because they were in effect ‘the king’s men’ the 

 king felt he should have the right to appoint bishops. 

Archbishops and bishops were also representatives of the Pope. The 

Archbishop  of Canterbury was the Popes representative in England, the 

Papal Legate. He, along with all the other archbishops, bishops, priests and 

clerks was responsible for carrying out the Popes policies and wishes in 

England.  

 So who should choose bishops, the king, or the Pope? The king chose the 

 bishops and archbishops until Thomas Becket’s argument with the king and 

 subsequent murder became the stimulant for change. 

The Kings could be quite tricky 

• The important Archbishops were great landowners and became very 

wealthy. Sometimes, if a bishop died the king would wait before he 

appointed a replacement. In the meantime he would receive the money 

from the empty church land. This angered the Church.  

• Sometimes the king may want support from the Church in order to do 

something extraordinary. Because of this the king thought he should be able 

to appoint the bishops, not the Pope, in order that he may have bishops 

who supported him. 

 

Who was Thomas Becket? Thomas Becket was the Archbishop of Canterbury 

who chose to make a stand for church. He argued with the king of the time, Henry 



II, about who should have the power to prosecute criminous clerks (churchmen 

who had committed a crime) 

  How did Henry II become king?  

 

Watch out when you read this page for the Church receiving more power to 

run its own affairs in return for crowning kings. 

 

William the Conqueror died in 1087. He divided his lands between his three sons. 

1. Robert - Became the Duke of Normandy 
2. William (Rufus)-  Became King of England 
3. Henry - Received 5000 pounds (a huge sum of money) 

 

Robert was weak and therefore William invaded Normandy uniting the 2 

kingdoms. Robert was in such a bad position he sold the last bits of Normandy to 

William and went on Crusade. Unfortunately, in 1100 William was killed in a 

hunting accident in the New Forest (Henry’s actions and those of the leading 

nobles immediately after the accident acquitted him of murder, but suspicion has 

never gone away). Henry raced to claim the throne and was crowned King Henry I.  

Henry needed to be crowned quickly, before his brother could come back 

from the crusade and claim the throne. He needed the help of Bishop 

Anselm. In return for Anselm’s support he agreed to a compromise with the 

bishops. Henry would receive homage and oaths of fealty but could no 

longer appoint them or hand them their symbols of office. 

Henry I died in 1135. His only heir was Matilda as his son, William, had died on 

board the White Ship, when it sunk. Henry had tried to secure his line by forcing 

all of his barons to take oaths of fealty to her before he died. Upon his death, 

Stephen, a cousin of Henry I usurped the throne, reneging on his oath of fealty. 

This split the country in two, those who supported Stephen and those who 

supported Matilda. 

In return for the support of the church (the Bishop of Winchester was 

Stephen’s brother); Stephen agreed that justice (punishments) and power 

over all religious persons and possessions shall be in the hands of the 

Bishops. In response, he was crowned King. However, Matilda and her 



Husband Geoffrey of Anjou (a Plantagenet) reasserted their claim to the throne 

and a civil war broke out across the country which wrought havoc throughout the 

land. 

The end result was that Matilda’s son, Henry II, who was a grandson of William 

the Conqueror, agreed to let Stephen live the rest of his life as king. But upon 

Stephens’ death the throne passed back to Henry II. Stephen publicly recognized 

Henry as his son and Heir. On the day of Henry’s coronation he chose Thomas 

Becket (a lowly clerk in former Archbishop of Canterbury’s household) to be his 

chancellor. 

How and why did the Church receive so much power to run its 

own affairs prior to Henry II 

During William the Conquerors’ reign he had complete control over the Church in 

England. William was responsible for appointing all Bishops. This included giving 

them their Mitre (Hat) and Cross, the symbols of their status, proving it was 

William who was in control. William was able to punish Bishops who made 

mistakes; indeed, he was even able to ban anyone from going to see the Pope or 

opening letters from the Pope without his permission.  However the turmoil which 

followed the years after his death slowly broke the power of the kings hold on the 

church. 

Upon the death of William Rufus, Henry had himself crowned as King Henry I. 

He needed to be crowned quickly as his brother Robert was on crusade. Therefore 

he asked Bishop Anselm to anoint him as king. Anselm did this on condition that 

Henry could still receive homage and oaths of fealty to the king, but could no 

longer give them their symbols of office (which was known as lay investiture). 

When Stephen usurped the throne after Henry’s death, he did so with the help of 

his brother Henry, the Bishop of Winchester. Bishop Henry appealed to the Pope 

for permission to appoint Stephen and the Pope agreed but insisted on a few 

conditions. The condition was that Stephen must agree that power over all 

ecclesiastical people and possessions was completely in the hands of the church. 

This meant the kings had no power to prosecute religious people, nor control its 

lands, people or money. 

Henry II came to the throne and immediately set about returning the balance of 

power between the king and his bishops to those of the time of William the 

Conqueror. 



 

 

How did Thomas Becket become so important to Henry II? 

 

In 1145 Thomas Becket joined the household of Theobold, the Archbishop of 

Canterbury. As a Clerk in Theobold’s household Becket would have performed 

tasks such as taking witness statements and studying religious law. He did not have 

the religious education required, so Theobold assigned him a tutor. 

Becket quickly became a favourite in Theobold’s household. With his education 

complete, he no longer had gaps in his knowledge. He accompanied Theobold on 

missions in Europe to solve disputes, gaining valuable experience.  

 

All of this was happening against the backdrop of the Civil War between Stephen 

and Matilda. Theobold and Becket were about to become heavily involved. In late 

1147 Stephen, at a high point in his campaign, felt confident enough to try and 

return the relationship between himself and the Church back to the way it was in 

William the Conqueror’s time, despite his pre coronation promise.  He suspected 

Church plots against him and so forbade any of his English bishops to attend a 

church council at Rheims. Theobold, however, evaded Stephen’s spies and hired a 

fishing boat to take him and his followers to the council at Rheims, defying the 

king. It was at this council that Theobold stopped the excommunication of King 

Stephen.   

Theobold returned triumphant but was not forgiven for defying Stephen’s wishes. 

So he went to Matilda’s side. Stephen then settled the matter and gave Theobold 

his land back rather than risk Theobold gaining church support for Matilda. 

Thomas Becket had been at Theobold’s side and sent a strong letter to church 

headquarters (called the Papal Curia) detailing the events. This further enhanced 

Thomas’ standing and the whole affair influenced Thomas as he saw Theobold as 

an honest churchman refusing to be bullied by a tyrant king. 

By 1149 Thomas Becket was sent on diplomatic missions abroad by himself.  He 

was sent to Rome to see the Pope and convincingly argued for the election of 

Theobold, the Archbishop of Canterbury, to become Papal Legate in Britain (The 

Papal Legate was the Popes representative in Britain and the person responsible 



for crowning the king). This meant that Becket had made Theobold a kingmaker 

and as such played a large part in Henry II’s succession to the throne. Theobold 

refused to coronate Eustace, Stephen’s son and in doing so decided who would 

become king. Theobold then negotiated the Treaty of Westminster, which ended 

the civil war. Thomas Becket was his right hand man. Stephen died in 1154 and 6 

weeks after his coronation Henry II chose Thomas Becket, the up and coming 

churchman, to become his chancellor.   

 

What did Becket do as Chancellor and how did this effect his 

position in the Church? 

Henry II chose Becket as his chancellor in 1154, 6 weeks after his coronation. The 

chancellor was the king’s right hand man and was responsible for dealing with 

many things. He was in charge of the royal chapel, he sat in on royal courts, he ran 

the exchequer and could authorize payments from the kings’ treasury. This switch 

from the religious position of Archdeacon of Canterbury to Henry’s Chancellor 

meant Thomas would be forced to make decisions that were not in the best 

interests of the Church. In other words, he was no longer a churchman, he was 

now the king’s man. 

As Henry’s right hand man he was responsible for making sure Henry’s will was 

done. When it came to the church this meant Becket had to do as Henry wished. 

Henry was quoted as saying his great grandfather was ‘king in his own land, papal 

legate, Patriarch [father and protector] of the Church, emperor and anything else 

he wished’. Henry II meant to get back the power that had been given away to the 

church by Henry I and Stephen. 

Henry II had to gain control of England after the civil war and Becket helped him 

in negotiations. Henry had to fight Geoffrey of Anjou (Matilda’s husband), to pay 

for this Becket raised money by imposing an unpopular tax called Scutage Tax (a 

tax meaning you could pay money instead of supplying your knights for military 

service). Normally the Church did not have to supply knights for military service. 

It did not escape the Scutage Tax however, as Bishops had taken oaths of fealty to 

Henry II and so were owners of land and as such, they had to pay, which they 

thought was unfair. 

Henry wished to enforce his rule in Aquitane (Tolouse), an area he owned because 

of his wife Eleanor of Aquitane. He marched down to Aquitane with a force of 



1500 knights, buying more on his way. Becket supplied a force of 700 knights from 

his own household. Henry took the town of Cotors on his way down. He secured 

Aquitane. On the way home, to secure his gains, he left Becket in charge of the 

town of Cotors with strict instructions to hold it. 

It was at Cotors that Becket led his knights on a few dangerous missions. He 

stormed 3 nearby castles and took them. He also ordered books on the art of war. 

Becket then imposed another Scutage tax to pay for Henry’s next war in the Vexin 

and again, he taxed the church. He was heavily criticized for this by the church. 

 

However Becket did not fully forget where he came from. He did intervene on 

behalf of the church to stop Henry doing needless damage. For example he helped 

his friend, John of Salisbury, and saved the houses of two bishops from 

destruction after the bishops leaked a piece of news that Henry did not want 

leaked.  

Exchequer: The department that dealt with the royal money and managed the 

king’s taxes. Its name comes from the black and white cloth (a checkered pattern) 

on the table at which the people in the exchequer sat.  

 

The argument between Henry II and Thomas Becket 

 

When Henry II came to power he wished to ensure that there was a common law 

across the whole of England. That the same crime was deemed a crime in North 

and the South and the punishment was the same. Up until this time the Church 

and or local barons courts were the main bodies who often decided on crime and 

punishment. Church courts were the only ones who could judge on criminous 

clerks. 

Henry II created Assizes, which were travelling royal courts. It meant that his court 

(the Assizes) heard all of the cases across the country and therefore applied the 

same law. It also meant he got the money from any fees and fines imposed, not the 

local baron or the church. The only problem was that Henry also felt he should be 

responsible for punishing religious persons who had committed a crime (they were 

known as Criminous Clerks), as they were citizens of his country and he felt they 

were punished too leniently in the Church courts. The Church felt this was 



horribly unfair as the the king should not poke his nose into their affairs and it 

should be the members of the church who were responsible for punishing their 

own, not the king. After all, whose job was it to run the Church in England, surely 

it was the Popes? It also meant the Church would get the money from the fees and 

fines. 

When the Archbishop of Canterbury died, Henry saw a convenient solution to this 

argument. Thomas Becket was his chancellor and friend, and he was very good at 

helping Henry, so why not make him the Archbishop of Canterbury, surely he 

would work with Henry? 

 

Becket took his place as the Archbishop but immediately took the Church’s side. 

Henry was furious, he felt betrayed. With Thomas refusing to agree to his demands 

that Criminous Clerks be tried in the Assizes, he summoned Becket to Clarendon, 

where he had a royal residence, here he tried to force him to agree to the 

Constitution of Clarendon. This was a set of rules which stated that ‘ No kings 

man could be excommunicated without the kings permission, no churchman could 

leave the country without the kings permission and that criminous clerks could be 

tried in the Church courts, but must be sentenced in the Assizes.’ Becket did 

accept the constitution under duress, but quickly went back on this once he was 

away from Clarendon.  

The tensions between the two rose and Henry, in a last bid to make Becket submit, 

put Becket on trial for mishandling money when he was his Chancellor. Becket saw 

the writing on the wall and fled the country to a monastery in Pontigny where he 

stayed in exile for 5 years. Henry was angry and seized his land and property, even 

exiling members of his family from England! 

Both men were stubborn and neither would give in. Henry II’s son, Henry III, was 

hungry for land and power, Henry decided to crown him king in order to prevent a 

potential argument between them. The issue was the Papal Legate (Becket), the 

man responsible for crowning the king, was in exile in France. To get around this 

Henry asked Roger of Durham, Bishop of York to perform the ceremony, which 

he did. This was a step to far for the Pope who felt his power was again being 

challenged and he made Henry take Becket back on pain of excommunication. 

The two met up in France and appeared to have made up. However, as soon as 

Becket was back in England he excommunicated all of the priests involved in 

Henry II’s coronation. Henry and his priests were furious! Henry was in France at 



the time and when he heard news he uttered the now infamous words “Who will 

rid me of this turbulent priest?” This led to the brutal end of the argument. 

 

Murder in the cathedral! 

Becket had returned from France and declared all priests involved in the 

coronation of Prince Henry to be excommunicate. Roger and his priests went 

straight to Henry II’s court in France to complain that Becket was misusing his 

powers. Henry had replied, “ Will no one rid me of this turbulent priest!” 

Four knights, Reginald Fitzurse, Richard Le Breton, William De Tracey and Hugh 

De Morville overheard Henry and immediately made their way to Canterbury 

Cathedral in England to find Becket and gain favour with the king. 

The four knights were joined in their endeavours by the De Broc family, who had 

lost land when Becket returned to England. They immediately marched to the 

cathedral to arrest him. Henry had by this time heard of their venture and sent a 

messenger to stop them. He was to arrive too late. 

Becket met the four knights at his palace beside Canterbury Cathedral. They tried 

to argue with him about his actions but Becket made them look silly. They left to 

get their armour. 

Beckets servants and clergymen saw trouble coming so they locked the doors of 

Beckets palace and virtually carried him to the cathedral to get ready for the next 

service. The four knights returned to the palace and upon finding themselves 

locked out and Becket not there, they went to the cathedral. 

Meanwhile in the cathedral, Beckets clergymen tried to lock the doors. Becket 

would not let them, declaring “This is a church not a castle”. The four knights 

arrived asking, “Where is Becket, traitor to king and country?” 

Becket replied, “I am here, not a traitor but a priest of god!” The knights tried to 

carry Becket out of the cathedral, but Becket held onto a pillar and refused. More 

angry words were exchanged and Becket seems to realize things had gone too far. 

He knelt and bowed his head in prayer. One knight struck him on the head, 

spreading blood and brains all over the floor. Another knight said “That fellow will 

not rise again!” The knights left and looted the palace as they went. 

 



 

 

The events after Becket’s murder 

As soon as Henry heard news of Becket’s murder he sent envoys to the Pope to 

plead his case. He knew things had gone too far. His envoys arrived in Rome 

fearing that the worst, that Henry would be excommunicated and a general 

interdict laid upon all his lands. 

To stop this happening the envoys swore an oath on Henry’s behalf that he would, 

in the future, submit unconditionally to the future Popes judgement. 

All Thomas Beckets’ excommunications were confirmed by the Pope and Henry II 

was only absolved (found not guilty) of the crime when he confirmed the oath 

sworn by his envoys. 

At his ceremony of exoneration (being found not guilty) Henry II had to swear 

that he ‘did not will nor intend to have Becket murdered’. He then admitted it was 

he who had inspired the murder. The absolution was not without strings.  He had 

to concede the issue of criminous clerks, he had to allow future appeals to the 

Pope, and he had to agree to take back any stipulations he had placed on the 

church in his lifetime (Constitutions of Clarendon). 

There was a repeat ceremony in Caen in which the young Henry was forced to 

agree to the same rules as his father. 

The balance of power between the church and the king would stay the same until 

Tudor times. 

The cult of Thomas Becket grew at Canterbury. Henry the younger was growing 

up and wished to challenge for his father’s throne. Henry II needed the help of the 

church so he joined the cult of the blessed Thomas and walked into Canterbury 

barefoot, in peasant’s robes, and was whipped by the priests. Becket, had though 

now dead, had finally won the argument! 

FOOD FOR THOUGHT?? 

What were the causes of the murder of Thomas Becket? 

Why was Thomas Becket important to the Church? 

How would you sum up the consequences of Beckets murder? 



 


