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The English Martyrs 

From a sermon of Pope Paul VI at the canonization of the Forty Martyrs of 
England and Wales 

Unshakeable loyalty to God-given vocation 
To all those who are filled with admiration in reading the records of these Forty 
Holy Martyrs, it is perfectly clear that they are worthy to stand alongside the 
greatest martyrs of the past; and this not merely because of their fearless faith 
and marvellous constancy, but by reason of their humility, simplicity and serenity, 
and above all the spiritual joy and that wondrously radiant love with which they 
accepted their condemnation and death. 

The unity existing between these men and women depends from the deeply 
spiritual cast of mind which they had in common. In so many other respects they 
were completely different — as different as any large group usually is: in age and 
sex, in culture and education, in social status and occupation, in character and 
temperament, in their qualities, natural and supernatural, in the external 
circumstances of their lives. So we find among these Forty Holy Martyrs priests, 
secular and regular, religious of different orders and grades; and we have, 
amongst the laity, men of the highest nobility and those who rank as ordinary, 
married women and mothers of families. What unites them all is that interior 
quality of unshakeable loyalty to the vocation given them by God — the sacrifice 
of their lives as a loving response to that call. 

The high tragedy in the lives of these martyrs was that their honest and 
genuine loyalty came into conflict with their fidelity to God and with the dictates of 
their conscience illumined by the Catholic faith. Two truths especially were 
involved: the Holy Eucharist and the inalienable prerogatives of the successor of 
Peter who, by God’s will, is the universal shepherd of Christ’s Church. Faced with 
the choice of remaining steadfast in their faith and of dying for it, or of saving 
their lives by denying that faith, without a moment’s hesitation and with a truly 
supernatural strength they stood for God and joyfully confronted martyrdom. At 
the same time such was the greatness of their spirit that many of them died with 
prayers on their lips for the country they loved so much, for the King or Queen, 
and not least for those directly responsible for their capture, their sufferings, and 
the degradation and ignominy of their cruel deaths. 

May our thanksgiving go up to God who, in his providential goodness, saw fit to 
raise up these martyrs. 


