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Today we are once again remembering the witness of three men who died in this 
churchyard for their refusal to obey orders. They stood against unbridled authority 
and an executive power which refused to be constrained by the will of the people. 
To quote one of the early Leveller manifestos: “Power had to be taken away from all 
future governments, to prevent both kingly or parliamentary tyranny”. That message 
seems as relevant today as it was in 1649. The Levellers stood against 
untrammelled power and against status or wealth. Famously, they said: “The poorest 
he that is in England hath a right to live, as the greatest he.” They stood for radical 
reversal of values: for the Levellers there was no right to rule. 

Our act of remembrance this morning is about learning from the examples of history 
– and this year we can also think about the witness of Tony Benn who so often came 
to Burford to remind us of the importance of the past, and who stood in the radical 
tradition of the Levellers – he was a necessary and wonderful thorn in the flesh, the 
likes of whom we will never see again. This is what he wrote about Levellers’ Day in 
2001: 



Modern British politics lacks a sense of history, and historians and the media 
seem to have agreed that our past should not be allowed to influence our 
thinking about the future. Yet the ideas we have inherited from the past have 
a tremendous influence on our thinking whether we acknowledge it or not. 

Tony Benn blended a radical vision of society which drew deeply from history with a 
world view deeply influenced by both socialism and biblical language. One of his 
heroes was Gerrard Winstanley, the header of the ‘True Levellers’, who declared in 
1649: “In the beginning of Time, the great Creator Reason made the Earth to be a 
Common Treasury but not one word was spoken in the beginning that one branch of 
mankind should rule over another.” 

Tony Benn went on: 

The wording of Clause IV in the modern Labour Party Constitution, now 
dropped in the hope of electoral gain, can be traced back to these ideas.  
To draw as heavily as they did from the Bible and then speak of “the Great 
Creator Reason” provides a bridge connecting Christian teaching with 
humanism and democratic socialism, a link that unites the Liberation 
Theologians in Latin America with the work of Karl Marx. 

Looked at today, all these ideas have a special relevance and it is not difficult 
to identify what the Levellers might be saying to this generation when the 
divine right to rule has merely been transferred from the Palace to Number 10 
Downing Street, and Crown Prerogatives are still used... without the necessity 
of Parliamentary approval... Above all, the Levellers and the Diggers were for 
free speech, against arbitrary authority and for democracy and equality, and 
these ideas are as controversial as they were when they were first launched. 
... It is appropriate, therefore, that at Burford we should be celebrating a 
movement that still has so much to offer if we were only allowed to know 
about it, study it and understand it. 

So as we remember Tony Benn, let us reflect on our history, and the vision of the 
Levellers, so counter-cultural in their time. The Levellers died for a dream; a dream 
inspired by the Hebrew prophets and by Jesus Christ, the prince of peace – and on 
that basis they believed in equality and human dignity. They wanted annual 
parliaments, universal male suffrage, freedom of worship and rights to the land. And 
it seemed quite extraordinary, even outrageous at the time, it threatened the stability 
of the state. And of course it was because of that vision that three ordinary soldiers 
were shot in this place.  

And it is crucial that we do not forget our history, lest in our day the equality of all 
before the law as well as the freedom to publish and to worship are taken away by 
another unbridled power governing through a rhetoric of lies, hatred and intolerance. 
We are not immune from that as we approach the elections next week: remembering 
martyrs keeps us alert to the fragility of our democracy. So through our act of 



remembrance here this morning, let us never forget the heroes of our historical 
struggle for democracy; but also let us remember how fragile all those freedoms that 
were eventually won. 

So, after I have read through the account of the martyrdom we will keep a minute’s 
silence after which I will say a short prayer of dedication – the Levellers were 
inspired a radical vision of a new world order shaped by Jesus Christ and it is in their 
honour that I remember them in prayer. But there will be many here who do not 
share that part of their vision, and for those who don’t believe or for those who follow 
other paths, please use this time of quiet to rededicate yourselves to the dream of 
the Levellers, and to the vision of the kingdom of peace and freedom in England’s 
green and pleasant land.  

Burford, May 17, 1949. This day Cornet Thompson was brought into the 
churchyard (the place of execution). Death was a great terror to him, as unto 
most. Some say he had hopes of a pardon, and therefore delivered something 
reflecting upon the legality of his engagement, and the just hand of God upon 
him, but if he had, they failed him. Corporal Perkins was the next; the place of 
death, and the sight of his executioners, was so far from altering his 
countenance, or daunting his spirit, that he seemed to smile upon both, and 
account it a great mercy that he was to die for this quarrel, and casting his 
eyes up to His Father and afterwards to his fellow prisoners (who stood upon 
the church leads to see the execution) set his back against the wall, and bid 
the executioners shoot, and so died as gallantly, as he lived religiously. After 
him Master John Church was brought to the stake, he was as much supported 
by God, in this great agony, as the latter, for after he had pulled off his 
doublet, he stretched out his arms, and bid the soldiers do their duties. 
Looking them in the face, till they gave fire upon him, without the least kind of 
fear or terror. Thus was death, the end of his present joy, and beginning of his 
future eternal felicity. 

 

Silence 

 

God of peace and freedom, as we remember the witness of the Leveller soldiers in 
this churchyard, let us pray that what they stood for will never be forgotten; let us 
pray that as your son Jesus Christ sided with the poor and the outcast, so we will 
never forget the common humanity of all those who live in this and every land. Let us 
pray that these martyrs whom we remember today might not have died in vain, but 
might yet play their part in the establishment of your peaceable Kingdom here on this 
earth, where war will be no more; and where all people will live as sisters and 
brothers inspired by your vision of love and freedom. This we ask in the name of our 
friend and brother, Jesus Christ. Amen 


