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INTRODUCTION TO THE BOOKLET 

With the kind permission of Dr. Rowan Williams, we publish in this 

booklet the sermon he gave as Archbishop of Canterbury at the occasion of 

the commemoration of the English Carthusian Martyrs, Tuesday May 4, 

2010, at Charterhouse, London. This commemoration had a special character 

because it took place on the 475
th

 Anniversary of the Martyrdom of Carthu-

sian Priors Saints John Houghton, Robert Lawrence and Augustine Webster. 

The Archbishop’s sermon is more than ever relevant today, as many 

Christians suffer martyrdom in the Middle East and other parts of the world. 

At a Vigil in Rome for the Church in the Middle East, March 19, 2015, 

Cardinal Leonardo Sandri, Prefect of the Congregation for the Eastern 

Churches, declared, “In our time it seems like the darkness that descended 

upon earth while Jesus was on the Cross does not want to be washed away 

from the beloved Middle East.” This darkness envelops the nations “by way 

of their cry which echoes that of Christ: ‘Eli, Eli, lemà sabactàni?’ (‘My 

God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?’)” (L’Osservatore Romano, n. 

14, April 3, 2015, p. 19). 

The present booklet gives us the opportunity to express our solidarity 

with believers who are suffering from violence around the world, and to in-

voke for them the powerful intercession of Saint John Houghton and his 

companion martyrs. 

The Archbishop’s sermon is preceded by its own introduction and a his-

tory of the commemoration. 

All the illustrations have been added by the editors of this booklet as 

well as the brief history of the London Charterhouse which follows. 

Our sources for this brief history of the London Charterhouse are the 

following: 

“London,” in Monasticon Cartusiense, v. III, ed. by JAMES HOGG and GERHARD 

SCHLEGEL (Analecta Cartusiana 185:3), Salzburg, 2005, pp. 391-402. 

PORTER, STEPHEN, and HARRIET RICHARDSON, The Charterhouse: A Guide, English 

Heritage, 2000. 

WHATMORE, L.E., The Carthusians under King Henry the Eight (Analecta Cartusiana 

109), Salzburg, 1983, pp. 29-30 and 94-95. 

N 
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A Note on the “Pilgrimage of Grace” 

The “Pilgrimage of Grace,” to which Dr. Rowan Williams refers, is the 

name given to a series of uprisings in northern England in the reign of Henry 

VIII, but especially to the rebellion in Yorkshire in late 1536, led by Robert 

Aske, a country gentleman and lawyer. It was the only overt immediate dis-

content shown against the Reformation legislation of King Henry VIII. The 

Yorkshire rebels opposed the suppression of the monasteries, then under 

way, and even asked that dissolved monasteries be restored. They also called 

for a return of England to papal obedience and the summoning of a Parlia-

ment free from royal influence. Henry bided his time, yielded nothing, and 

then wreaked terrible vengeance. Hundreds suffered death, including Aske, a 

number of monks (including several superiors or former superiors of monas-

teries), and some secular priests. The uprisings provided the excuse to sup-

press larger monasteries in the north, which had escaped the first act of dis-

solution. (See The Catholic Encyclopedia and Encyclopedia Britannica.) 

 

 

 

 

THE GATEHOUSE WITH THE ENTRANCE ARCHWAY OF 1405, 
TO WHICH THE SEVERED ARM OF SAINT JOHN HOUGHTON 

WAS NAILED AFTER HIS EXECUTION. 
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A Brief History of the London Charterhouse 

In 1349 Sir Walter Manny, a prominent soldier and courtier, ob-

tained a portion of land a little to the north-west of London’s city wall 

at Smithfield, for the purpose of establishing an overflow burial 

ground for the victims of the Black Death. He erected a chapel, which 

was served by two recluses. Despite the fact that the bubonic plague 

brought death on an unprecedented scale, not all of the burial ground 

was used for interments. 

In 1371, together with Bishop Michael de Northburgh of Lon-

don—who had visited the Paris Charterhouse on a return journey 

from Rome, and was greatly impressed by the Carthusians—Manny 

founded on the rest of the site a Car-

thusian Priory, the London Charter-

house, dedicated to the Holy Trinity 

and the Salutation of the Mother of 

God (i.e. the Annunciation). The 

original chapel was used as the con-

ventual church. Work on the great 

cloister, the monks’ cells and other 

permanent buildings, began some-

time after Ascension Day 1371, and 

was finally completed in the early 

16
th
 century. Where charterhouses 

normally comprised twelve monks 

and a Prior, London was a double 

house. It was the largest of the nine 

Charterhouses in England. In 1500 the community may have num-

bered as many as thirty-one monks, including the Prior and eighteen 

converse brothers. 

In 1531 Saint John Houghton was elected as Prior of London. He 

and other members of the Charterhouse died for the Catholic faith 

under King Henry VIII. (See the information on the English Carthusi-

an Martyrs at the end of this brief history.) 

The House was suppressed in 1537. From 1545 the site housed 

an aristocratic Mansion. The church and the little cloister were demol-

ished; the gatehouse and the wing with the former cells and work-

shops of the brothers—now called “Wash-house Court”—were re-

A RECONSTRUCTION OF THE LONDON 

CHARTERHOUSE AT ITS FULLEST 
DEVELOPMENT 
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tained, while the Fathers’cells were demolished and the great cloister 

became a garden. 

In 1611 the present foundation of school and almshouse was 

founded by Thomas Sutton, described as the wealthiest commoner in 

England at that time. 

In 1872 Charterhouse School moved to Godalming in Surrey. 

 

THE PARTLY ORIGINAL 

CHAPTER HOUSE OF THE 

MONKS WHICH NOW 

SERVES AS THE CHAPEL OF 

SUTTON’S HOSPITAL IN 

CHARTERHOUSE. (PHOTO 

FROM BEFORE THE SEC-

OND WORLD WAR.) 

  

15TH CENTURY CARTHUSI-

AN BROTHERS’ COURT 

(NOW CALLED “WASH-
HOUSE COURT”), SHOWING 

CELLS AND WORKSHOPS OF 

THE BROTHERS (CARTHU-

SIAN LAY MONKS). 

 

Sutton’s Hospital, a Church of England foundation, now cares 

for a community of forty-five single elderly men, known as “the 

Brothers,” and the eastern part of the site previously occupied by the 

school now houses Queen Mary University of London (The Batts and 

the London School of Medicine and Dentistry). 
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Much of the monastic fabric of the former Charterhouse remains 

within the present complex, most visible within the chapel and around 

Wash-house Court. 

Martyrdom of Saint John Houghton and His Companions 

John Houghton, a professed monk of the Charterhouse of Lon-

don, was Prior of Beauvale for several months before being elected as 

Prior of London. He was a capable leader who maintained the strict 

observance of the Carthusian statutes and observances, particularly 

the liturgy, and was revered by his monks. He had a zeal for learning 

and good books. He also acted as visitor for the English province. 

In 1535 an oath was to be taken to acknowledge the Act of Su-

premacy, making Henry the head of the Church in England. To do 

otherwise was to commit treason, and was punishable by death. 

Houghton sought to prepare his monks for resisting the King’s 

demands. He ordered three days of prayer with confession and a Mass 

of the Holy Spirit, and the monks prayed continuously before the 

High Altar.  

The second day was to be 

a day on reconciliation. On 

that day the Prior delivered a 

long sermon in chapter house. 

He spoke of charity, of pa-

tience and fidelity to God even 

unto death. Then, beginning 

with the senior monk, he knelt 

before each one, asking his 

forgiveness. All followed this 

request and example. 

In this way they prepared 

themselves for their end. While 

they were thus engaged they received a visit from two Priors of their 

Order, Robert Lawrence of Beauvale and Augustine Webster of 

Axholme. 

At length, accompanied by the Priors of Beauvale and Axholme, 

Houghton sought to speak with Thomas Cromwell, the King’s chief 

agent. They tried to save their communities by agreeing to swear to 

the new Act, ‘as far as Divine Law allowed’, but this was refused. 

THE CELEBRATION OF THE EUCHARIST IN THE 

CHARTERHOUSE OF LONDON (1535) 
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They were sent to the Tower of London and brought to court 

with Saint Richard Reynolds, the Bridgittine Prior of Syon, and John 

Haile, a secular priest, on 27 April 1535. The jury was placed under 

pressure by Cromwell and despite the noble defense of the Carthusi-

ans and Reynolds, they were found guilty and hanged, drawn and 

quartered at Tyburn on 4 May, while praying for their executioners. 

Their deaths caused a public outcry in London and on the continent. 

The remaining monks were subjected to abuse and psychological 

pressure to conform. Blessed Humphrey Middlemore, now vicar, and 

Blessed William Exmewe, procurator, were imprisoned with Blessed 

Sebastian Newegate, who had been a courtier. After being convicted, 

they died at Tyburn on 19 June, in the same brutal manner as their 

Prior and his companions. The following year Blessed John Rochester 

and Blessed James Walworth were removed to Hull, later to be 

hanged at York on 15 May 1537. 

In May 1537 Prior William Trafford and twenty members of the 

community finally gave way and swore to the oath of supremacy. 

However four cloister monks and six converse brothers refused to do 

so, and were subsequently imprisoned without trial at Newgate, where 

they were left to die of starvation and neglect. Astonishingly, Blessed 

William Horne, a converse brother, survived the ordeal and was exe-

cuted at Tyburn in 1540. 

The Charterhouse had already been surrendered to the King on 

10 June 1537 and on 15 November 1538 the monks left. Some of 

them served as parochial clergy, while others fled to the continent. 

 

 

The illustrations on the following page: 

(For details see above.) 

Top:  The three Priors before Cromwell. 

Center: The martyrdom of the three Priors. (Painting in the Charterhouse of Park-

minster, England. One of the martyrs embraces and kisses his executioner 

before the latter begins his work.) 

Bottom:  The martyrs in the Newgate prison. 

 



 

 



 

 

 

 
SAINT AUGUSTINE WEBSTER, 

PRIOR OF THE CHARTERHOUSE OF AXHOLME, 
MARTYRED FOR THE CATHOLIC FAITH, 

MAY 4, 1535. 

(FROM THE FORMER CHARTERHOUSE OF MILAN, ITALY. 
THE SAINT SHOWS HIS HEART, WHICH THE EXECUTIONER 

TORE OUT OF HIS BODY, WHILE HE WAS STILL ALIVE.) 
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THE ARCHBISHOP OF CANTER-

BURY’S SERMON TO COMMEMO-

RATE THE CARTHUSIAN MARTYRS 

Tuesday, May 4, 2010 

N 

INTRODUCTION 

An ecumenical service was held at Charterhouse, London, to 

commemorate the 475
th
 Anniversary of the Martyrdom of Saint John 

Houghton and his companions. 

In attendance were the Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr. Rowan 

Williams, who delivered a sermon at this service. Also present was 

the Right Reverend George Stack, Auxiliary Bishop for the Diocese 

of Westminster; and the Reverend Lord Griffiths of Burry Port, Su-

perintendent Minister. 

The Archbishop’s sermon was preceded by a service of Solemn 

Vespers sung by Choristers of Westminster Cathedral in the Chapel at 

Sutton’s Hospital in Charterhouse with Bishop George Stack as offi-

ciant. 

The Martyrs were commemorated by a series of readings of their 

passion, before the placing of a red rose for each Martyr by the Broth-

ers of Charterhouse into a model of a Tyburn
*
 Tree placed on the site 

of the altar of the Priory Church, as the names of the Martyrs were 

read out. 

Sutton’s Hospital in Charterhouse, has held a Commemoration 

service for the Martyrs annually since 2004. 

In 2005 the Bishop of London attended with Bishop George 

Stack representing the Cardinal. 

                                                      
*
 Tyburn was the place, three miles from the Tower, for the execution of criminals. 

Saint John Houghton and his companions were executed there. 
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In 2006 the Commemoration was combined with a Requiem for 

Fr. Geoffrey Curtis C.R. who caused the Carthusian Martyrs’ Memo-

rial to be erected at Sutton’s Hospital on the site of the ancient Priory 

Church. 

In 2007 the first public Roman Catholic Service was held since 

the Reformation: Latin Vespers were sung by the Choristers of 

Westminster Cathedral and Monsignor Mark Langham, Administrator 

of Westminster Cathedral, gave the address. 

In 2008 the preacher was Bishop John Flack who had been the 

Director of the Anglican Centre in Rome. 

In 2009 the homily was by Cardinal Cormac Murphy O’Connor, 

but sadly he was unable to deliver it in person—Bishop George Stack 

did so. The Apostolic Nuncio was in attendance and read the Second 

Lesson. 

 

 

 

HIS GRACE DR. ROWAN WILLIAMS 

WITH HIS HOLINESS POPE 
BENEDICT XVI 

AT LAMBETH PALACE, LONDON 

SEPTEMBER 17, 2010. 
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ARCHBISHOP ROWAN WILLIAMS’ SERMON 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. 

Amen. 

Stat crux dum volvitur orbis: “The Cross stands while the world 

turns”—The motto of the Carthusian Order, familiar to many people 

in this Chapel this evening, and a phrase which has many levels of 

meaning, many levels which, as we reflect on the meanings of mar-

tyrdom, we may begin to penetrate more deeply. 

“The Cross stands while the world turns.” So long as the world 

turns the Cross is there. In the words of Pascal, “Jesus will be in ago-

ny until the end of the world, we must not sleep during that time.” As 

long as the world is there, there is suffering, there is injustice, there is 

butchery. The horrors inflicted on John Houghton and the martyrs of 

this House are horrors that human sin makes possible in every age, 

past, present and to come. And faced with that awareness that Jesus 

will be in agony until the end of the world, it is a very strong spirit 

that is not at some level alarmed, even cowed. 

In one of the great historical novels of the twentieth century, Hil-

da Prescott’s “The Man on a Donkey,” we follow the events around 

the Pilgrimage of Grace, events around the time, of course, of the 

martyrdoms we commemorate today. And towards the end of that 

extraordinary novel, we watch and listen to Robert Aske, the leader of 

the Pilgrimage of Grace, in his last anguished moments, hanging in 

chains from the Keep of the Castle in York: “God did not now nor 

would in any furthest future prevail. Once He had come and died. If 

He came again, again He would die, and again and so forever, by His 

own will, rendered powerless against the free and evil wills of men. 

Then Aske met the full assault of darkness without reprieve of hoped 

for light, for God ultimately vanquished was no God at all. But yet, 

though God was not God, as the head of the dung worm turns, so his 

spirit turned blindly, gropingly, hopelessly loyal, towards that good, 

that holy, that merciful—which though not God, though van-

quished—was still the last dear love of a vanquished and tortured 

man.”



 

 

 

 
CHRIST ON THE CROSS 

(DETAIL) 

LA GRANDE CHARTREUSE 
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 “The Cross stands while the world 

turns.” If Christ came again so would His 

Cross. Because that evil, that passionate 

commitment as it so often seems, to destroy 

and undermine the good, is written into the 

experience of fallen humanity. There is no 

shortcut, there is no happy ending, in any 

ordinary sense. The dying martyr in that pas-

sage can only turn to what he does not know; 

and what he does not know is very distant 

from, and very different from, the God Who 

is a God of happy endings and solutions. But 

the Cross that stands while the world turns is 

the Cross of God: and so we are taken to a 

second level, where we realize what it is that 

is being transacted in the Cross of Christ, and 

what it is that is transacted in every moment 

of reckless, generous, terrible suffering for 

the sake of God’s truth. Aske turns to what is 

still “the last dear love of a vanquished and 

tortured man.” In darkness and in torture, 

men and women throughout the centuries have turned to the crucified 

Christ; they have addressed the crucified Christ with the last calling 

of their lips and the last movement of their heart as did John Hough-

ton. They know that whatever else may disappear, there is something 

on which they may call—and it is Christ crucified. 

The God Who has, it seems, been vanquished, is yet a God Who 

cannot be abolished. In many ages and many places, authorities even 

more appalling than Henry VIII have believed that they could abolish 

God and the Cross of God; and they have had to discover that while 

they may vanquish, they cannot destroy. That which is the last hope, 

the last longing of the condemned and tortured, remains. “The Cross 

stands while the world turns.” And whatever human power and hu-

man injustice can achieve and effect, the hanged God, the failed God, 

remains a sign forever. 

The Cross stands while the world turns: the sign of our terrible 

human failure, the sign that God is not to be abolished, that justice 

cannot be extinguished forever; that the voice of the poor and the lost 
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and the tormented cannot finally be silenced—not by any power that 

the universe can show, because it is rooted in what does not change. 

“The Cross stands and the world turns.” The world changes, the world 

comes and goes—powers rise and fall, fashions come and go—

sometimes the Christian faith looks attractive and fashionable in the 

world, and sometimes it looks stupid and marginal. And always it is 

what it is because the Cross stands. 

The Christian who knows his or her business is the Christian who 

has the freedom to return again and again into that silent unchanging 

presence—the hanged God, Whose love, Whose generosity, springs 

out of depths we can never imagine. It is the sounding of those depths 

that is the heart of the contemplative life—that life lived in such an 

exemplary way by the Carthusians then and now, lived by so many 

others in our world over the centuries, lived, we hope and pray, for 

many centuries and millennia to come.  

We treasure with perhaps a particular intensity the martyrdom of 

the contemplative, because the contemplative who knows how to en-

ter into the silence and still-

ness of things is, above all, 

the one who knows how to 

resist fashion and power, to 

stand in God while the world 

turns. In that discovery of 

stillness lies all our hope of 

reconciliation, the reconcili-

ation of which John Houghton spoke in this place, this place where 

we are met to worship, before the community gave its answer to the 

King’s agents. A reconciliation of which he spoke (as do so many 

martyrs) on the scaffold, a reconciliation which is not vanquished, 

defeated, or rendered meaningless by any level of suffering or death. 

If Henry VIII is saved (an open question perhaps) it will be at the 

prayers of John Houghton. If any persecutor is saved it is at the pray-

ers of their victim. If humanity is saved, it is by the grace of the Cross 

of Jesus Christ and all those martyrs who have followed in his path. 

Robert Aske hangs in chains still, but (as Hilda Prescott’s novel 

portrays it) a discovery has been made as he falls from level to level 

of despair and desire, “For now, yet with no greater fissure between 

then and now, and as a man’s eyes are aware where no star was of the 

“It is the sounding of those 

depths (of God’s love) 

that is the heart of 

the contemplative life.” 
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first star of night, now he was aware of One, vanquished God, Savior 

Who could as little save others as Himself. But now, beside him and 

beyond, was nothing—and he was silence and light.” 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. 

N 

 
MARY WITH THE LONDON CARTHUSIAN MARTYRS 

 

PAINTED BY HELEN GRUNWALD IN 1986, 
TO COMMEMORATE THE CENTENARIES OF 

SAINT HUGH’S ELECTION AS BISHOP OF LINCOLN 
AND THE FOUNDING OF LA GRANDE CHARTREUSE. 

BRUNO ON THE RIGHT, 
SAINT HUGH WITH THE SWAN ON THE LEFT. 

CHARTERHOUSE OF PARKMINSTER



 

 

 

 

“The Cross stands while the world turns.” 

SAINT BRUNO ON THE GLOBE, HOLDING THE CROSS 

CHARTERHOUSE OF MONTALEGRE, SPAIN 
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N 

DEPOSITION FROM THE CROSS 

FROM THE FORMER CHARTERHOUSE OF 
BRÜNN (BRNO), FORMER YUGOSLAVIA 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Charterhouse of the Transfiguration 

Carthusian Monastery 
1084 Ave Maria Way 
Arlington, VT 05250 
Fax: 802-362-3584 

E-Mail: carthusians_in_america@chartreuse.info 
http://transfiguration.chartreux.org



 

 
CARTHUSIAN EMBLEM 

— 13TH CENTURY — 

A GLOBE SURMOUNTED BY THE CROSS 
WITH SEVEN STARS SYMBOLIZING SAINT BRUNO 

AND HIS FIRST FOLLOWERS 

THE LATIN MOTTO RUNS AS FOLLOWS 
“STAT CRUX DUM VOLVITUR ORBIS” 

WHICH MEANS 
“THE CROSS STANDS FIRM, WHILE THE WORLD TURNS” 



 

 

 


