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Thomas Cranmer – hero of the faith 

These [heroes] were all commended for their faith, yet 

none of them received what had been promised, since 

God had planned something better for us so that only 

together with us would they be made perfect. 
Hebrews 11:39-40 

...for though the righteous fall seven times, they rise again... 

             Proverbs 24:16 

 

Some time ago Michael asked me if I would give a talk on my hero of the 

faith.  

I hadn’t really thought about my faith or the Christian life like that really 

and it gave me some pause for thought. Who would I call my hero of the 

faith? And why would I? What is a hero anyway? And who decides what 

a hero is? 

Like many little boys growing up in post WWII New Zealand, I read lots 

of comics and books about heroic soldiers and adventurers.  

I remember asking my father about Charles Upham VC, a well-known 

New Zealand war hero. I asked him if he had met Upham when fighting 

in Greece and Crete. He said he hadn’t. I asked him if he had met any 

other heroes. He said to me, “a hero, is an ordinary person doing their 

duty... and for every one recognised hero there were tens of thousands 

soldering on.” 

Perhaps he was right. During the C-19 lockdown, it was observed that the 

heroes of the day were checkout operators and cleaners. In the UK the 

nation paused to stand and applaud health workers. The writer to the 

Hebrew Christians, in chapter 11, gives a list of reluctant heroes 

culminating in Jesus, all of whom had one thing in common: in difficult 

times, despite their reluctance they stepped up in faith to do the right 

thing. 

So maybe heroism is a matter of time and circumstance and our 

response to it? 



2 
 

Mulling this over in relation to the history of Christianity I thought of the 

many millions of faithful followers of Jesus through the ages and around 

the globe.  

Almost all of these are unsung heroes. Certainly it was life changing for 

me to meet several Mother Teresas and many other wonderful servants 

of the Gospel in our time as mission partners in East Africa and the 

Middle East. All served without complaint and much grace under 

difficult circumstances in a suffering church.  

Over time, some such heroes of the faith have been made ‘Saints’ – with 

a capital S.  

Again, taking my father’s point, it can be tricky when we elevate someone 

like this. Pope Francis canonised St. Junípero Serra just two years ago. 

This was for his church planting and work in the 1700s among 

indigenous peoples in what we now call California. Ironically, statues of 

St. Serra have recently been torn down for the same reason.  

Heroism, it seems, is not only in the eye of the beholder, it is a very 

provisional notion. 

... 

With these provisos in mind then, I want to talk briefly about why I have 

chosen the English reformer, Thomas Cranmer, as my hero. 

By happenstance – or we might say, by God’s providence – Cranmer 

reluctantly found himself at the centre of the formation of Britain as a 

sovereign state. Establishing a reformed, unified, national church was at 

the heart of this process.  

It wasn’t an easy calling – it was one he never really completed.  

The history is complicated and beyond the scope of this talk to deal with 

adequately. So, rather than going into details of who did what when, I 

want to play a short video clip outlining Cranmer’s life to clear the 

ground. (Let me say to those in the know: yes, it’s a superficial summary 

accompanied by some terrible music, but given time constraints it does 

its job). 
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[click here for the video] 

So then, what makes Thomas Cranmer my hero? Four things... 

[click here for the PPTX summary headers] 

 

1. His use of beauty to express the Gospel 

In relation to the formation of the Anglican Church, Cranmer is perhaps 

best known for his Book of Common Prayer. Though it saw revisions the 

Book of Common Prayer we have as the basis of our worship today is 

substantially the work of Cranmer. 

More perhaps than any other publication apart from the King James 

bible (produced some 55 years later), the Prayer Book was foundational 

for establishing English as a modern language with beauty of structure 

and expression. 

It is said that Anglicans do their theologising through liturgy. Certainly 

it is evident that for Cranmer, good liturgy is scripture from end to end. 

This explains perhaps its enduring appeal. 

Yet how it is shaped, where it takes you and how it gets you there is also 

very much at the heart of its attraction. 

The Prayer Book is famous for its economy, majesty and spiritual depth. 

This is no more evidenced than in its wonderful prayers. While many are 

not original, Cranmer’s genius was to translate them from the Latin in 

such a way as they read perfectly in English. 

The Collect for Purity is one such example. Its oldest known source is  

Continental, where it appears in Latin in the 10th century. Cranmer’s 

reworking is unsurpassed: 

Almighty God, unto whom all hearts be open,  

all desires known, and from whom no secretes are hid:  

cleanse the thoughts of our hearts by the inspiration of thy Holy Spirit,  

that we may perfectly love thee, and worthily magnify thy holy name:  

through Christ our Lord. Amen 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1sVjOc6wW9YGRHv4-AzbHc6i4YZ9D0j6o/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1qc21rceh0oiRxkfz-zS6qyFjnS1T9ryX/view?usp=sharing
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As a young man new to the faith, I was attracted by the simplicity, 

balanced cadence and rounded theology of this prayer. It expressed in 

words I struggled to find, my heart’s desire to approach my maker in 

humility and trust; to find an intimacy with this God to whom I was 

utterly known and loved, and so, inspired by God’s very Spirit, to be 

stirred up for witness.  

Evidently millions have responded likewise to this prayer as it remains 

at the front of Anglican services the world over. 

This brings me to my second point: Cranmer’s humility and personal piety. 

 

2. His humility and personal piety 

Though by all accounts an able scholar and sportsman, Cranmer was a 

humble, reticent man, acutely aware of his status as a sinner saved and 

sustained only by God’s grace. The Prayer Book throughout is redolent 

with this approach to God.  

Again, Cranmer’s prayer reveals a man very aware of his frailties, fears 

and dependence upon God. In the Collect for Peace we read: 

O GOD, from whom all holy desires,  
  all good counsels,  
    and all just works do proceed: 
give unto thy servants that peace which the world cannot give;  
that both our hearts may be set to obey thy commandments,  
and also that by thee, we being defended from the fear of our enemies,  
may pass our time in rest and quietness;  
through the merits of Jesus Christ our Saviour. Amen. 

 

We are listening here to Cranmer’s own struggle to find spiritual 

sustenance through his relationship with God in the midst of turmoil and 

insecurity. Yet, as well as reflecting Cranmer’s own time and 

circumstance this prayer retains universal appeal – acknowledging, as it 

does, the contingency of human existence. 1 

 
1 The same could be said for many 1of Cranmer’s prayers of which The Collect for Aid Against All Perils is good example.  
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Cranmer’s prayer, as with his liturgy, is always very God focussed yet 

intensely human – adoring of the Holy transcendent One, yet very 

engaged with human affairs.  

It’s as if Cranmer’s favourite text was Hebrews chapter 4:15-16... 

For we have not an high priest  

which cannot be touched with the feeling of our infirmities;  

but was in all points tempted like as we are, yet without sin.  

Let us therefore come boldly unto the throne of grace, 

that we may obtain mercy,  

and find grace to help in time of need. 

This then brings us to my third reason for choosing Cramer as my hero: 

 

3. His public engagement with the world around him 

Cranmer’s spirituality was always world facing even as it was founded 

upon the rock of God’s promise put forth in Christ. 

King Henry was a very complex character. He was also very dangerous to 

those who got close to him. Certainly Cranmer had a deep ambivalence 

about his relationship with Henry. Yet, interestingly, it was Thomas 

Cromwell who observed of Cranmer:  “...do or say what you will 

Cranmer, the King will always take it at your hand.”2 

Somehow, God gave Cranmer affection for Henry even while God gave 

him wisdom to know when to speak and when not to; to know when to 

act and when to wait his moment. 

“When Henry died Cranmer had been his Archbishop for 13 years, 

through the rise and fall of Anne Boleyn and of Thomas Cromwell. It was 

 
Lighten our darkness we beseech thee, O Lord,  

and by thy great mercy defend us from all perils and dangers of this night,  

for the love of thy only Son, our Saviour Jesus Christ. Amen. 

2 Gerald Hammond, Close Shaves, The London Review of Books: https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-
paper/v18/n21/gerald-hammond/close-shaves 

https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v18/n21/gerald-hammond/close-shaves
https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v18/n21/gerald-hammond/close-shaves
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Cranmer’s hand that Henry grasped at the last when his power of speech 

was gone to indicate the confirmation of his assured Christian belief.”3  

Cranmer genuinely mourned at Henry’s passing. Just the same, he must 

have thought all his prayers were answered when young Edward VI came 

to the throne. 

Cranmer seized the moment to implement his growing reformed 

theology influenced by European reformers such as Martin Bucer. With 

Edward’s unexpected death, this proved to be Cranmer’s undoing. 

After a cruel detention, Mary put him to the stake in much the same 

manner, it has to be said, that Cranmer had pushed a reluctant 

Edward into signing the death warrant for Anabaptist Joan Boucher.  

So Cranmer, like us all, was morally flawed.  

Mission always involves risk. Cranmer risked getting his hands dirty for 

the Gospel and in the process the words of Jesus were proved right: “He 

who lives by the sword will die by it.”4 

Never-the-less, through Cranmer, through the mess of sin and 

contradiction, an English Church was established built on a clear Gospel 

foundation; and it was from this very imperfect church, the Gospel has 

been taken to all corners of the world. 

Lastly then, I want to mention perhaps the main reason for my regard of 

Cranmer. 

 

4. His commitment to the Truth – regardless of the cost 

Our church is based upon the 39 Articles of Religion, settled under the 

reign of Elizabeth I. These were derived from Bishop Parker’s 5 revision 

of Cranmer’s very protestant 42 Articles.  

 
3 Ibid. 

4 Matthew 26:52. 

5 Parker was himself Evangelical and a supporter of Cranmer. 
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In a society such as ours that highly values self-expression and individual 

choice, the machinations of ancient theologs may seem arcane – at least, 

hardly the stuff of heroism.   

So why did these articles seal Cranmer’s painful fate and why does that 

matter for us?  

Simply this: Truth matters. 

Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (or CBT, as it is known), is a widely used 

therapy that works on the basis that human beings act out of what they 

believe is true. If we believe a lie about ourselves or the world about us, 

there are consequences. The same can be said of believing the Truth. 

Jesus said, “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life...”6 he also said “If you 

abide in my word, you are truly my disciples, and you will know the 

truth, and the truth will set you free.”7  

What we hold to be true, then, is important. 

If you haven’t read the Articles I would urge you to do so (it’s easy 

enough to find them on the web).8 They seek a middle way in the 

extremism of their time. In a sense, his martyrdom proved him right. 

When well-meaning people with extremist views get a hold of society, of 

an institution, violence and discord follow. 

... 

We live in turbulent times. Times not unlike Cranmer sought to navigate. 

He didn’t always get it right. Neither will we. Yet, as the people of God,  

we cannot shrink from our calling to bear witness to the Truth for fear of 

getting it wrong, becoming tainted in some way or suffering for our 

efforts. Neither can we tire.  

With a combination of beauty, humility, engagement and Truth, our 

calling, like Cranmer’s, is to give it a go – so help us Lord. 

 

 
6 John 14:6. 
7 John 8:31-32. 
8 For a summary see here.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thirty-nine_Articles#:~:text=However%2C%20after%20Mary's%20death%2C%20they,her%20subjects%20with%20Catholic%20leanings.
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Readings as backdrop for the talk 

 

Our first reading is from the Book of Proverbs, 

Chapter 24, verses 11 and 16 

If you falter in a time of trouble, 

    how small is your strength! 

Rescue those being led away to death; 

    hold back those staggering towards slaughter.  

…for though the righteous fall seven times, they rise again, 

    but the wicked stumble when calamity strikes. 

 

And the Gospel reading is from Luke 

chapter 22, verses 39 to 45 

Jesus went out as usual to the Mount of Olives, and his disciples followed 

him. On reaching the place, he said to them, ‘Pray that you will not fall 

into temptation.’  

He withdrew about a stone’s throw beyond them, knelt down and 

prayed, ‘Father, if you are willing, take this cup from me; yet not my will, 

but yours be done.’ An angel from heaven appeared to him and 

strengthened him. And being in anguish, he prayed more earnestly, and 

his sweat was like drops of blood falling to the ground. 

When he rose from prayer and went back to the disciples, he found them 

asleep, exhausted from sorrow. ‘Why are you sleeping?’ he asked 

them. ‘Get up and pray so that you will not fall into temptation.’ 
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Further reading & questions for reflection 

 

• Read Hebrews 11:1 to 12:12 

• The writer of the Letter to the Hebrews catalogues a long line of 

heroes who stepped out in faith to bear witness to God. By this 

criterion who is your hero? 

• “Since then we have such a cloud of witnesses…” how does your 

hero inspire you to “lift your drooping hands and strengthen your 

weak knees”? 

 


