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Today we are once again remembering the witness of three revolutionaries 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. They lived in a world where lots of the old ideas had suddenly been challenges in 

what amounted to a revolution. The world of King Charles was a world where sovereignty and authority resided in the 

centre and were exercised by the monarch along with a modest number of gentry and churchmen who executed the 

royal will in parliament.  

And the role of the people was one of obedience – the rulers could tell the people what they had to do, and even that 

they had to go to the church that they controlled. The so-called puritans were usually not much better than the 

supporters of Charles – they too wanted the church to tell everyone what they should do and they too shunned 

democracy. As one English reformer put it, the people were a “many-headed monster” who deserved no say in 

government. This year the churches might be commemorating the 500
th

 anniversary of Luther’s reformation, but it 

wasn’t all good news – especially for the poor. 

And that is why radical movements like the Levellers emerged. They were the revolutionaries of their time. They even 

believed in freedom, even freedom of religion. At a time when virtually everybody would have described themselves 

as religious, all this was utterly novel; Henry Ireton and many of the other parliamentarians who had gone as far as 

killing the king always thought the civil powers had the duty to ensure religious uniformity and that proper faith was 

practised. But the Levellers didn’t – they wanted other solutions to the country’s problems; and religion was 

consequently a matter for people’s consciences. They should be free to belong to and to practise whatever faith they 

wanted within the constraints within a system of rights which they had created. Naturally, at the time they would not 

have conceived of anybody not choosing Christianity, but the logic is inexorable.  



So the Levellers were part of a movement which sought to resist the unbridled use of power. To quote one of their 

early manifestoes: “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 status or wealth and for 

liberty of religion when everybody else seemed keen to impose their religion on people whether they like it or not. 

And they saw the need for equality regardless of property. As Thomas Rainsborough famously said in the Putney 

debates: “The poorest he that is in England hath a right to live, as the greatest he.” The Levellers were true 

revolutionaries who stood for a radical reversal of values; theirs was a vision which led them to subvert the politics of 

their world.  

So once again, we come to Burford to remind ourselves of the importance of that vision of freedom, equality and 

revolution. And we do so at a time when we are thinking about who is to govern this country. Things do not look 

promising. But even when the immediate future looks bleak and those who offer hope are derided by the press and 

the petty nationalists, we need to keep the Levellers’ vision alive – we need to return to their vision of equality, justice 

and fairness where all can share in the common good, and all can enjoy freedom of religion and all can express their 

common humanity. Those seem such precarious values in our xenophobic and narrow-minded society. 

The Levellers died for that vision and their language was often biblical. Theirs was a vision 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 land. And for those 

dreams three ordinary soldiers were shot in this place. Of course it seemed quite extraordinary, even outrageous, at 

the time, and it threatened the stability of the state, but we have seen some of that vision become a reality. Their 

deaths were not in vain and we remember them to ensure that their martyrs’ blood remains an inspiration for us in 

our own struggle for justice. 

So let us remember them. 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 by 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 of you who don’t believe or for those who follow other paths, please 

use this time of quiet to rededicate yourselves to the dreams of the Levellers, and to the vision of the kingdom of 

peace and freedom in England’s green and pleasant land. And as I say the prayer please remember those brave men 

who perished in this place. 

Burford, May 17, 1649. This day Cornet Thompson was bought 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 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 bought to the stake, he was as much supported by 

God, in this great agony, as the latter, for after he pulled off his doublet, he stretched out his arms, and bid the solders 

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 ever 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 revolutionary martyrs whom we remember today might yet play their part in the establishment of your 

peaceable Kingdom here on this earth, where war will be no more; and all people will live as sisters and brothers 

inspired by your vision of justice, love and freedom. This we ask in the name of Jesus Christ, the prince of peace. 

Amen.  


