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Introduction
The Four Last Things

The Supplication of Souls
A Dialogue on Conscience

These three important works—available for the first time in
an edition readily accessible to a modern audience—reveal
the wide-ranging depth, wit, and practical wisdom that made
Thomas More famous as the “man for all seasons.”

The Four Last Things

In 1522, just after becoming a knight, a member of the Privy
Council, and King Henry VIII’s private secretary, Sir
Thomas More challenged his brilliant seventeen-year-old
daughter to a writing contest. What was the topic that he
chose for Margaret, who was soon to give birth to her first
child? The four last things—death, judgment, heaven, and
hell. This topic surprises those who do not yet know the
shrewd mind and saintly heart of the greatest Renaissance
scholar and statesman of his age.

As More argues in the beginning of The Four Last Things,
nothing can be more practical or more helpful than the daily
use of these four “herbs,” which constitute a medicine so
strong that they can preserve the soul from sickness through-
out life. The medicine consists in frequent meditation on
death, judgment, heaven, and hell; and the sicknesses are
spiritual ones that beset us every day: pride, covetousness,
lust, anger, gluttony, envy, and sloth. What More gives us
here is his own contemplations on the first of the four last
things. Why he did not finish the treatment of even the first
of these, we do not know, and unfortunately, nothing of
Margaret’s account has survived.
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Readers will discover in this book why Thomas More
became famous for his ability to probe issues in provocative
and memorable ways, ways that lead to the deepest consid-
eration of those perennial issues relating to each person’s
destiny.

The Supplication of Souls

In September of 1529, a few weeks before he was appointed
Lord Chancellor of England, More vigorously and with
great humor and art defended something that became a
major subject of controversy in the sixteenth century: the
existence of purgatory. He also accurately predicted the
strategy by which Henry VIII would eventually displace
the Roman Catholic Church in England.

Part One sets forth the issues and circumstances that
occasioned this book. In February 1529 Simon Fish
anonymously published a seventeen-page pamphlet en-
titled “A Supplication for the Beggars.” In this defamatory
tract, which strongly appealed to King Henry, Fish argued
that all the problems of contemporary England had one
and only source: the greed and corruption of the English
clergy. According to Fish, the English clergy had not only
stolen the best lands, they had also drained England’s
wealth through their begging and through their insistence
on being paid to pray for the dead. Despite the absurdity of
Fish’s charges and suggested solutions, More responded at
length, realizing that the uninformed could be deceived
and that exaggerations and lies would do great harm if left
uncorrected.

In Part Two he sets forth the arguments for the existence
of purgatory, arguments rhetorically enhanced by their being
presented (as are those in Part One) by the souls in purga-
tory. More’s defense is primarily scriptural, and the editor
has supplied the references to which he alludes.

The persuasiveness of More’s argument is suggested by
the fact that Simon Fish, who died of the plague in 1530 (the
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year following its publication), died reconciled with the
Church.

A Dialogue on Conscience

In this moving conversation of 1534 between daughter and
father, Margaret tries for at least the third time to convince
Sir Thomas to get himself out of prison and return home by
joining all the other noted English leaders in swearing to the
oath mandated by Henry. With his ever-present humor,
More begins by addressing Meg as “Mistress Eve” who “has
come to tempt” her father, but then goes on to express his
genuine grief that she would come yet again to urge him to
go against his conscience. What follows is an unforgettable
discussion of law, conscience, and personal responsibility.

As with the other works in this series, every effort has been
made to preserve the original meaning while rendering the
text in a way that can be understood by a modern audience.
Once again Mary Gottschalk deserves thanks for artful dedi-
cation that More would have admired. Those interested in
further study can profitably consult Yale University’s magis-
terial Complete Works of St. Thomas More. Volume 1 contains
The Four Last Things, and volume 7 contains The Supplication
of Souls. The best editions of the Dialogue on Conscience (offi-
cially known as “Letter: Margaret Roper to Alice Alington,
August 1534”) are those of Alvaro de Silva, in The Last Letters
of Thomas More (Eerdmans, 2000), and Elizabeth Rogers, in
The Correspondence of Sir Thomas More (Princeton University
Press, 1947).
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