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Newman and Escriva:
Two Distinguished Educators

Fr. Juan R. Velez G.

he eNcyclIcal letter, FIdes et ratIo, eXplaINs the complemeNtary Na-
ture of  two forms of  knowledge, philosophy and theology, based on their shared source of  truth. 
almost from the inception of  christianity this notion was sustained by noted catholic thinkers. 
among the authors that the encyclical credits for this understanding of  faith and reason are clement 
of  alexandria, origen, the cappadocian Fathers, dyonisius, st. augustine, st. anselm, st. albert the 

Great and st. thomas aquinas. the latter two recognized the rightful autonomy that philosophy has, 
but from the late medieval period onward the legitimate distinction between philosophy and theology 

became “more and more a fateful separation.”1 during the nineteenth century, the exaggerated rationalism 
of  some thinkers made philosophy and natural sciences almost completely independent from the contents 

of  faith. In turn some theologians reacted with fideism, a mistrust of  reason and man’s natural capacity to 
know God.2

 at the turn of  the nineteenth century, a deep separation be-
tween faith and reason was readily perceptible in the poor religious 
instruction of  the undergraduates at oxford and in their perfunctory 
practices of  piety. secularization increased at this university, and by 
mid-century, its colleges widely adopted philosophical idealism and an 
unchecked acceptance of  the historical-critical method of  biblical criti-
cism3 John henry Newman, then a young tutor at oriel college, advo-
cated a spiritual and moral renewal that later became a doctrinal reform 
movement. he was a proponent of  a theology in line with the tradition 
of  fidem quarens intellectum and therefore is also recognized in the encycli-
cal Fides et Ratio.4 

 a century later, Fr. Josemaria escriva de Balaguer, a young di-
ocesan priest, became the center of  another spiritual renewal in ma-
drid. as a university chaplain he challenged students to study their faith 
and to put it into practice in their ordinary lives.5 during the second and 
third quarters of  the century, he taught many students and professors 
to lead their lives in a manner coherent with their faith and to pursue, 
as christians, their intellectual careers. Both of  these exceptionally well 
educated men fought the post-enlightment attempt of  excluding faith Cardinal Newman
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and theology from university edu-
cation and public life.

 these two men lived in 
very different periods of  history 
and cultural environments, the 
first, in nineteenth century Victo-
rian england and the second, in 
twentieth century spain and Ita-
ly. Newman was a convert from 
anglicanism and formerly from 
calvinism. escriva was born to a 
pious family with a very long tra-
dition of  orthodox catholicism. 
the oxford don was a university 
tutor, a reformer and a dedicated 
scholar. the aragonese priest 
was foremost a preacher, confes-
sor and spiritual guide. The first 
became cardinal and one of  the two leading figures of  
late twentieth century english catholicism. he was de-
clared venerable by pope John paul II on January 21, 
1991. the second was appointed monsignor, and even 
without further promotion in the ecclesiastical hierarchy, 
he exercised considerable moral and spiritual influence 
on many bishops.6 he was canonized by pope John paul 
II on october 6, 2002.

 there are, however, some notable similarities in 
their lives that I would like to highlight. In addition to their 
holiness of  life, both exerted a significant impact on uni-
versity education and apostolic work among intellectuals. 
First, each established a university that gave prominence 
to a liberal arts education and to an integrated “circle of  
knowledge” and its relation to theology.7 Both educators 
also stressed the important role of  tutors in residential 
colleges for the development of  friendship and virtuous 
lives.8 third, both men understood the secular mentality 
(escriva often used the phrase “good anti-clericalism”) 
and were instrumental in promoting the the participation 
of  laity in university education as well as in the moral af-
fairs of  civil life. In this article, I wish to show that New-
man and escriva were great christian educators, and will 
outline how they have individually made a lasting contri-
bution to the cause of  university education.

 John henry Newman converted to catholicism 
after much prayer and a thorough study of  the complex 
and painful events of  early Church History, first, Arian-
ism and, later, donatism. For some years he tried to de-

fend the anglican church as a via 
media within the Branch theory 
according to which the catholic 
church has three branches, the 
roman, the orthodox and the 
anglican. Notwithstanding, his 
reading of  the church Fathers led 
him to earnestly seek the church 
that held the truths espoused by 
athanasius of  alexandria and 
ambrose of  milan. Newman re-
signed his teaching post and spent 
three years at littlemore, a very 
austere home near oxford, where 
he lived a kind of  monastic life 
with some of  his closest friends.

 In the end, Newman’s 
study of  doctrinal development 

concerning papal authority, baptism, purgatory, and devo-
tion to the saints convinced him to enter the “true Fold 
of  christ.9 his historical analysis of  the development of  
dogma titled An Essay on the Development of  Christian Doc-
trine was the final impetus for his conversion. On October 
9, 1854, three days after completing the essay, Newman 
made a sacramental confession and was received into the 
church by Fr. domenic Barberi, now Blessed Barberi.

 Newman had written scholarly books on various 
subjects, including the Arians, Justification, and the “Of-
fices of  the Church”; he had also translated Athanasius’ 
On the Incarnation. his study of  church history, theology 
and philosophy would continue. he would always remain 
a university man and a teacher. In the fall of  1846, he ar-
rived in rome with his friend ambrose st. John to study 
for ordination to the priesthood in the roman catholic 
church. there, Newman joined the congregation of  the 
oratory of  st. philip Neri and was named superior for 
an oratory that he would establish upon his return to 
england. In rome, he was kindly greeted by pope pius 
IX, also now Blessed, who afterwards sent him a silver 
crucifix as a gift. The same pope made Newman a doctor 
of  divinity in 1851 after he delivered the lectures titled 
The Difficulties of  Anglicans.

 that same year, Newman was asked by paul cul-
len, archbishop of  armagh and, later, dublin, to estab-
lish a catholic University in Ireland.10 Newman took on 
this complex and arduous project although he already 
had more than enough work preparing the move of  the

Josemaria Escriva
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Birmingham oratory of  st. philip Neri to edgbaston, 
just outside the same city, and settling conflicts with the 
then, also newly established, london oratory. at the 
same time, he was under trial for an unjust accusation 
of  libel. Newman described himself  as an “englishman 
opening and running a university in Ireland.” Newman’s 
obstacles were aggravated by significant nationalist fer-
vor against the English government’s response to the 
Irish potato famine (1845-1851).11

 Archbishop Cullen’s petition also included a re-
quest for Newman to give some lectures in dublin on 
the subject of  education. after a painstaking effort by 
Newman, the end result was a masterly series of  ten lec-
tures on the nature and scope of  a university education. 
though only a few of  these lectures were actually deliv-
ered in the late spring of  1852, they were all later pub-
lished together with other lectures and essays, in a book 
known as the Idea of  a University.

 providing english or Irish catholics with a uni-
versity education was difficult for various social and reli-
gious reasons. only after the civil emancipation of  1829 
were catholics allowed, once more, to study at oxford 
and cambridge.12 however, both at that time and later, 
under the restored hierarchy in 1850, they were not al-
lowed to do so by their own bishops who feared that the 
anti-catholic environment of  those institutions would 
cause them to lose their faith. In Ireland, the only in-
stitution open to catholics until 1845 was the anglican 
trinity college, whereas originally all english and Irish 
universities had been catholic. that year, sir robert peel, 
the english prime minister, put into action a plan for 
“mixed education” in Ireland. this strategy had been im-
plemented in elementary schools some years earlier and 
was an attempt to alleviate the prejudices towards catho-
lics in higher education.

 Peel’s plan ordered the creation of  three 
“Queen’s” colleges in Belfast, Cork and Limerick. This 
political scheme, which was initially received with varying 
opinions by the Irish Bishops, was finally condemned in 
1850 by the same bishops under the advice of  plus IX, 
who realized the harmful effect of  religious indifference 
inherent to the proposed “mixed education.”13 Instead he 
urged that a catholic university be established in Ireland 
on the model of  the louvain in Belgium. Newman, who 
was moved by a deep awareness of  the grave necessity 
for educated catholics, both in england and Ireland, ac
cepted the project of  founding the University.

 a catholic university committee was appointed, 
and in late 1851, Newman was designated president of  
the new University, but overcoming the resistance of  
some bishops and laity to a catholic university and mak-
ing the actual preparations for its opening took a long 
time and a great deal of  effort.14 In may of  1854, a synod 
of  Irish bishops finally approved the University’s statutes 
and formally recognized Newman as rector. the Univer-
sity opened on November 4, 1854 with twenty students 
in residence.15 Newman devoted all his energy to draw-
ing up plans of  study, finding, appointing and counsel-
ing faculty, and procuring funds to pay their salaries. he 
invested some of  his own money to purchase and ren-
ovate buildings and undertook the exacting project of  
constructing a University church, himself  providing the 
original funds.16

 over the years, Newman continued to face strong 
opposition because of  his desire to bring talented eng-
lish professors to dublin.17 his plans to appoint laymen 
to fill the professional chairs and to assume positions 
of  leadership and finance in the university were also 
thwarted.18 concerned with pressing responsibilities at 
the Birmingham oratory and increasingly upset by the 
restrictions imposed on his work, he finally resigned his 
position in 1858. Newman had spent seven years of  his 
life in the service of  the University and, according to his 
calculations, had crossed St. George’s Channel 56 times.19 
Newman had in mind the idea of  a catholic hall or col-
lege in oxford and admitted that he would “far rather do 
good to english catholics in oxford than in dublin.”20 
Nonetheless his trips to dublin, hard work and corre-
spondence concerning university affairs, from the small-
est to the weightiest matters, testify that his heart and en-
ergy had been expended in a larger cause, the education 
of  all catholics.

 The Idea of  a University remains an inspiring guide 
for university education for persons of  all religious faiths. 
For Newman, the immediate end of  university studies is 
the pursuit of  knowledge whose object is the truth. ad-
ditionally, this knowledge, in turn, can effect the moral 
education of  men. In The Idea, Newman presents aristo-
telian ideas that he had often considered at oxford.
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 From these, he drew the distinction between lib-
eral and useful knowledge, and insisted on the role of  
a university in helping its students acquire knowledge 
of  principles and relations, rather than knowledge of  
mere facts.21 one of  the main arguments advanced by 
Newman in discourses II-IV is the aristotelian notion 
of  knowledge as a whole. In this “whole,”or “circle of  
knowledge,” theology, like all sciences, has a bearing; if  it 
is omitted, other sciences will try to fill its gap. He sum-
marized this notion as follows: 

 In the same paragraph, Newman defines “Liberal 
Knowledge” and identifies another of  the important ar-
guments of  The Idea, that knowledge is an end in itself. 
the immediate end of  university education is the cultiva-
tion of  the intellect for the attainment of  the truth (disc. 
V-VIII). as martin J. svaglic explains, the backdrop to 
this was the 1808-1811 attack on the classical education at 
oxford by the Edinburgh Review. The Oriel Fellows, edward 
copleston and John davison, had then responded to this 
assault. Newman followed suit by upholding the same 
education, and argued that the direct end of  a university 
is knowledge. Indirectly, it is a great good for secular so-
ciety and can be a service to the Church. In Newman’s 
own words: 

 the practical consequences of  liberal education 
were to go beyond mere words. In 1855, Newman began 
a medical school at the catholic University of  Ireland.24 
this was undoubtedly a real and concrete example of  
the connection between “liberal Knowledge” and ser-
vice to suffering mankind. as rector of  the university, 
he fostered this harmony between science and art, study 
and service. he promoted the arts as well as the sciences 
and broadened the curriculum to include modern sub-
jects not offered at oxford.25 the establishment of  the 
faculty of  medicine meant that Newman sacrificed his 
own scholarly pursuits and, in the words of  svaglic, the 
horatian love of  mere “tranquility, security, a life among 
friends, and among books, untroubled by business cares  
the life of  an epicurean in fact.26

 almost a hundred years after the founding of  the 
catholic University of  Ireland, msgr. Josemaria escriva 
was to establish the University of  Navarre. the early his-
tory of  such a young institution has only recently begun 
to be documented. the origins must be traced to Blessed 
St. Josemaria’s own university education in Zaragoza and 
madrid where he developed a vision of  a christian trans-
formation of  culture and society based on the work of  
countless professors imbued with christian spirit. defy-
ing shortage of  time and lack of  money, escriva him-
self  studied law while he gained his licentiate in theology, 
and later he obtained doctoral degrees in both.27 For a 
few years, he taught roman law and the fundamentals of  
canon law at private schools.28

 although escriva was a very talented young priest, 
he gave up the pursuit of  an ecclesiastical career and his 
interest in academic life to dedicate himself  completely 
to starting Opus Dei, the plan that God revealed to him 
in 1928. escriva was well suited to teach others the mes-
sage of  Opus Dei, which was to sanctify daily work as 
children of  God; he had been raised in a pious, cheer-
ful and hard-working family. an underlying theme of  the 
sanctification of  ordinary work was summed up in one 
of  his favorite prayers, the aspiration: Regnare Christum 
volumus (We wish christ to reign). st. Josemaria repeated 
this prayer, looking for ways to make christ known in 
a world dominated by religious ignorance and often by 
outright hatred for the catholic church. From a distance, 
he had observed the persecution of  catholics in mexico, 
(inspired by masonic circles) and personally witnessed an 
even worse bloodbath which was instigated by atheist an-
archism and soviet communism in his own country.

I have ... laid down first, that all branches of  
knowledge are, at least implicitly, the subject-mat-
ter of  its teaching; that these branches are not iso-
lated and independent of  one another, but form 
together a whole or a system; that they run into 
each other, and complete each other, and that, in 
proportion to our view of  them as a whole, is the 
exactness and trustworthiness of  the knowledge 
which they separately convey.22

[t]hat the process of  imparting knowledge to the 
intellect in this philosophical way is its true cul-
ture; that such culture is a ngood in itself; that the 
knowledge which is both its instrument and result 
is called Liberal Knowledge; that such culture, to-
gether with the knowledge which effects it, may 
fitly be sought for its own sake; that it is, however, 
in addition, of  great secular utility, as constituting 
the best and highest function of  the intellect for 
social and political life, and lastly, that, considered 
in a religious aspect, it concurs with christianity 
in a certain way, and then diverges from it; and 
consequently proves in the event, sometimes its 
serviceable ally, sometimes, from its very resem-
blance to it, an insidious and dangerous foe.23
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 late nineteenth century spain had witnessed 
a decline in the religious alliance between church and 
monarchy. political revolutions and a capitalistic econo-
my brought urbanization and industrialization with its at-
tendant social upheavals and religious indifference. spain 
underwent a de-christianization that manifested itself  in 
a lack of  religious observance and a pervasiveness of  re-
ligious ignorance and indifference, especially among im-
poverished city workers and southern farmers.29 social-
ism and anarchism replaced the religiosity of  many slum 
dwellers and rural farmers in the south.

 the growing separation between anarchists, so-
cialist workers and catholics ended in 
the violent and destructive years of  
the civil War. General Franco, initially 
praised by the hierarchy, attempted to 
rebuild spanish society along the idea 
of  a National catholicism with rigor-
ous state control.30 some members of  
the spanish hierarchy, such as the Bish-
op of  toledo and cardinal primate, 
enrique pla y deniel, and the Bishop 
of  malaga, angel herrera, repeatedly 
resisted the abuses of  Franco’s regime, 
trying to obtain freedom of  the press, 
workers’ rights, and the rights of  the 
church in higher education. they did 
this through their pastoral statements 
and by their support of  the influential Spanish associa-
tion of  youth called “catholic action” that worked to 
educate youth and workers in the social teaching of  the 
church.31

 although msgr. escriva did not take part in 
catholic action because of  his desire to safeguard the 
political freedom of  the members of  opus dei,32 he too 
stressed the spiritual and intellectual formation of  uni-
versity youths. he realized that intellectuals and profes-
sionals would play an important role in the re-christian-
ization of  society, not only in spain, but also throughout 
the world. he began by carefully outlining a program for 
the intellectual preparation of  the three men who would 
become the first priests of  Opus Dei. In the early 1940s, 
he arranged for distinguished spanish professors in ec-
clesiastical studies to teach them in madrid.

 st. Josemaria inspired many of  his young follow-
ers to invest hours of  hard work into their studies. he 
encouraged them to excel and obtain doctorates in their

respective fields, and to attain university appointments. 
Among the first to do this were Jose Maria Albareda, a 
chemist and pharmacologist,33 and Jose maria Gonzalez 
Barredo, a professor of  physics. he commissioned al-
bareda, amadeo de Fuenmayor, a young professor of  
canon law, and Ismael sanchez Bella, a professor of  civil 
law, to establish the studium generale of  Navarre with 
Professor Sanchez Bella as its first director.34

 since the early 1940s, the spanish parliament 
had debated the question of  allowing the church to run 
universities; all state universities were considered to be 
catholic. From 1951 to 1956, the spanish secretary of  

education, Joaquin ruiz Gimenez, en-
dorsed by catholic action, attempted 
a liberalization of  universities and in-
tellectual life and restored some exiled 
university professors to their chairs. 
Under the uproar and dissent from 
the conservative opposition, Franco 
dismissed Gimenez despite the pro-
tests of  some of  Spain’s bishops. At 
this time, less than a dozen universi-
ties existed in spain. there were only 
a few universities run by institutions 
of  the catholic church, such as the 
two Jesuit universities, comillas and 
deusto (re-opened respectively in 
1937 and 1940), the Pontifical Univer-

sity of  salamanca, (re-opened in 1940), and a university 
college at el escorial, under the augustinians (re-opened 
in 1945).35 the government impeded an elaborate plan 
to consolidate deusto and the college at el escorial into 
a great catholic University.

 on october 17, 1952, the college that would be-
come the University of  Navarre was inaugurated in the 
old city of  Pamplona, Spain. The first event was a cel-
ebration of  the Mass of  the Holy Spirit; the first group 
was composed of  forty-one students. escriva personally 
encouraged the administrators and professors and close-
ly followed the progress of  this teaching institution with 
frequent visits from rome. the college was recognized 
as a University by the spanish government in 1962, and 
Albareda became its first president. Since that time, the 
University has become academically recognized in spain 
and has contributed significantly to the beginning of  
some institutions of  higher education in other countries. 
Under the guidance of  msgr. escriva and later his suc-
cessors, lay members of  opus dei have begun centers 

“[Escriva] realized 
that intellectuals and 

professionals would play an 
important role in the re-

Christianization of  society, 
not only in Spain, but also 

throughout the world.” 
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for higher education in mexico, colombia, peru, argen-
tina, chile, philippines, Italy, Kenya, Nigeria, Uruguay, 
ecuador and Guatemala.

 the ideal of  the University of  Navarre went be-
yond the objective of  merely providing its students with a 
moral and social environment favorable to their study as 
Catholics. The mission foreseen by Escriva was a pacific 
and unbiased integration of  the student’s faith into their 
studies. as a result of  this integral formation as chris-
tians, the students would exert a positive influence on 
their entire social environment.36 Faculties of  theology, 
philosophy and canon law would also be established; and 
research would be encouraged in these areas as well as in 
the civil faculties.

 Alvaro d’Ors, professor of  Roman law at Navarre, 
later explained that the University was not conceived to 
compete with the state universities,37 but as an institution 
that would collaborate with them in society towards pro-
moting the sanctification of  university work.38 escriva 
established university halls, or colegios mayores, in many 
cities in order to complete the educational work carried 
out in state institutions of  higher education.39 these halls 
would offer an environment that fostered model charac-
ter formation of  young men and women who would later 
provide outstanding contributions to their society.

 escriva, like Newman, wrote and preached many 
sermons, but unlike Newman, he did not publish a work 
on university education. however, he did deliver a num-
ber of  university discourses on the occasion of  the con-
ferment of  honoris causa degrees at the University of  
Navarre that could easily constitute an outline for a book 
that he wished to write.40 the study of  his thought on 
university education will require the complete publication 
of  his letters, discourses and other works as well as schol-
arship on various aspects of  his life. It is fair, however, 
to note that one of  his contributions to university educa-
tion was the promotion of  the ideal of  “unity of  life,”of  
which he frequently spoke.41 this concept is explained in 
his homily “Passionately Loving the World” delivered on the 
university campus on october 8, 1967:

 his teaching was primarily moral rather than ac-
ademic according to secular standards. he was primar-
ily concerned with helping students to make their faith 
operative in a down-to-earth way that he referred to as 
“christian materialism” by contrast to christian spiritu-
alism or marxist materialism. For him, a christian must 
look at the material reality of  work as a good and noble 
task ordered by God from the beginning of  creation. af-
ter original sin and the Incarnation, it becomes an oc-
casion to co-redeem the world with christ. the model 
for all men and women is the socalled “hidden” and yet 
“luminous work” carried out by Jesus christ. the Incar-
nation of  the son of  God sheds great light on the worth 
of  human endeavors done in conformity to God’s will. 
In addition, Fr. Escriva taught others to find in the lives 
of  st. Joseph and the Virgin mary inspiration for holi-
ness in the ordinary activities of  everyday life.

 addressing the same group of  students and pro-
fessionals he added:

In a manner that still rings out as contrasting with ac-
cepted canons, he explained that university studies and 
teaching are not something foreign to a Christian’s spiri-
tual life. st. Josemaria described an equivalence between 
study and prayer that is unique in its twentieth century 
formulation, namely, “an hour of  study, for a modem 
apostle, is an hour of  prayer.”44 study well done is the 
ordinary way for a student to serve God; it is his “profes-
sional work.” study can and should be work presented to 
God as a pleasing offering. through their university work, 
students should try to bridge the artificial gap established 
between science and religion. similarly, escriva encour-
aged university professors to understand the greatness 
and responsibility of  their vocation as teachers.

 almost in the footsteps of  Newman, escriva 

 I often said to university students and workers who 
were with me in the thirties that they had to know 
how to materialize their spiritual life. I wanted to 
keep them from the temptation, so common then 
and now, of  living a kind of  double life. on one 
side, an interior life, a life of  relation with God; 
and on the other, a separate and distinct profes-

sional, social and family life, full of  small earthly 
realities. No! We cannot lead a double life. We can-
not be like schizophrenics, if  we want to be chris-
tians.42

I assure you, my sons, that when a christian carries 
out with love the most insignificant everyday ac-
tion, this action overflows with the transcendence 
of  God. that is why I have told you repeatedly, 
and hammered away once and again on the idea, 
that the christian vocation consists in making he-
roic verse out of  the prose of  each day.43
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established a medical school at the university he started. 
this school began just two years after the foundation of  
the University of  Navarre. he encouraged dr. Juan Jime-
nez Vargas, one of  the first members of  Opus Dei, to 
direct this enterprise, and followed the first steps of  the 
school. soon afterwards, escriva engaged dr. eduardo 
ortiz de landazuri, a married member of  opus dei, 
who was then a prestigious professor and vice-president 
of  the University of  Granada, to assist Jimenez Vargas 
in starting the University hospital. mgsr. escriva urged 
them to serve christ in their patients, and be in his pres-
ence when they taught medicine and carried out scientific 
research. they were to turn their profession into a gener-
ous daily service to men performed from a true love for 
God.45

 some of  the salient ideas in his preaching that 
refer to higher education address the following subjects: 
love for the Truth, respect for the freedom of  students’ 
consciences, the legitimate autonomy of  sciences, the 
Church’s need for Christians to study and defend from 
their respective fields the truths of  faith, university 
knowledge as a service to society, honesty in scientific 
pursuits and a spirituality of  work.46 One of  Escriva’s pu-
pils, professor alejandro llano, describes the reason for 
the failure of  other academic projects: 

 Although the focus of  Escriva’s writings and 
homilies on university pursuits was explicitly pastoral, 
there is one aspect that he shared in common with New-
man, his concern for providing students with professors 

and peers who were role models of  true christian life. 
these examples would help them in their human and 
spiritual development. he employed the term “personal 
apostolate of  friendship” for what the oxford don called 
the power of  “personal influence.”

 Newman had found in John Keble, richard h. 
Froude and edward B. pusey, to name only a few, true 
mentors and friends.48 escriva did not have mentors as 
such, but he found an inspiring example of  christian life 
in his father, Jose escriva, and mother, dolores albas.49 

as a student and young priest he had the close support 
and friendship of  Fr. Jose pou de Foxa, professor of  can-
on law, and leopoldo eijo y Garay, Bishop of  madrid. 
Early in his priesthood, Escriva’s genuine friendship and 
charismatic personality became a great influence on his 
peers such as Isidoro Zorzano, a former classmate and 
Fr. Jose maria somoano, a hospital chaplain, and to the 
many university students that he encountered. he would 
teach the young men that followed him to lead their 
friends in a similar fashion. Both educators believed that 
virtue predisposes to the knowledge of  truth, and that 
friendship with virtuous persons is therefore necessary 
for a harmonious growth in intellectual and moral life.

 When Newman began the University of  Ireland, 
he instituted a system of  young single residential tutors 
for the college houses.50 only twenty students were to 
reside in each house so as to facilitate a more meaning-
ful friendship between students and tutors. these friend-
ships would foster the essential union of  an intellectual 
and moral influence, the absence of  which, according to 
Newman, was a great evil of  his time. In the last dis-
course of  The Idea of  a University, he addressed the ques-
tion: What makes a christian or catholic institution? he 
answered that it is not the formal teaching of  theology 
or the restriction on the free teaching of  literature and 
science. a university is christian by its ethos that is im-
parted through the influence of  teachers who exemplify 
the ideal of  christian humanism.

 msgr. escriva thought that christians should en-
liven state universities and other public institutions with 
the Gospel truths. he would concur with Newman that 
well-formed catholics with adequate pastoral attention 
should not be dissuaded from studying at non-catholic 
universities. Both were, however, convinced that the 
Catholic Church exerts an important moral influence on 
education that safeguards its essence and integrity. With-
out theology, learning becomes a selfish intellectualism

We are seeing the failure of  the academic programs 
of  the Enlightenment, which tried to join fields of  
knowledge on the basis of  a cold objectivity that 
was supposedly neutral, setting aside any love of  
truth. the opposition between love and knowl-
edge, as if  they were respectively the irrational and 
rational, is a dialectical distortion which ends up 
by reducing love to physical desire and knowledge 
to trivial curiosity that is hidden beneath the hope-
less optimism of  purposeless erudition. In reality, 
however, love is the source of  all knowledge and 
the innermost energy which nourishes a commu-
nity of  research and teaching.47
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and a poor substitute for faith. left to itself, it can turn 
into skepticism, then infidelity and finally into a cruel at-
tack on the church. escriva witnessed the increasing sep-
aration of  physical science and catholicism that Newman 
termed “a sort of  jealousy and hostility between religion 
and physical philosophers” (Idea, Disc. IX). By contrast 
to Newman, escriva thought that universities have a 
direct mission and obligation to ensure the intellectual 
and moral formation of  christians. according to alvaro 
d’Ors, this apostolic mission was precisely the justifica-
tion for starting the University of  Navarre.

 the words of  professor llano, a philosopher, 
and former president of  the University of  Navarre, sum 
up both the spiritual leadership and human warmth of  
msgr. escriva: 

 throughout his life, the founder of  Opus Dei 
urged men and women, among them numerous academ-
ics, to study their faith and defend it from within their 
respective fields. Already as a young priest he wrote in 
The Way what became a blueprint for his life work: 

 For Venerable John henry Newman and st. Jo-
semaria escriva, liberal arts did not excuse students from 
dedication and service to their fellow men. a short con-
sideration of  their personal concern for and ministry to 
the sick and poor provides a more complete perspective 
of  their vision of  the interrelationship between universi-
ty education and service through professional work. For 
them, the members of  society that benefit from higher

education have a grave responsibility to serve the com-
mon good. medical care for all and social assistance for 
the poor are essential to any civilized society. a university 
cannot be an ivory tower that ignores the plight of  men, 
women and children afflicted by illness and poverty. Uni-
versities must not only offer intellectual enrichment to its 
students, but must prepare them to provide many nec-
essary material and human services to society at large.53 
Newman’s and Escriva’s deep Christian spirit of  service 
to the needy later gave fruition to various educational 
works that included a medical school in the respective 
universities which they established.

 From littlemore, Newman moved with his fol-
lowers to a property in oscott offered to him by Bishop 
Wiseman, and shortly afterwards, relocated to Birming-
ham. In this industrial city with many slums, the priests 
of  the oratory could carry out a desperately needed 
pastoral work among the poor and ignorant catholic 
immigrants. the oratory members would live a life of  
study combined with generous service to the materially 
and spiritually poor. they settled into an old gin factory, 
adapting it for their needs and setting up a chapel. Within 
a few years, they began a school for the children of  poor 
families. It was Newman who was behind all of  these 
material concerns, including the charitable work with the 
indigent. although absorbed in this consuming activity 
and his sacramental ministry, he maintained an abundant 
correspondence with many friends and intellectuals. It 
was in the midst of  all these occupations that he accept-
ed the appointment to establish the catholic University 
of  Ireland. Newman convinced the Irish hierarchy that 
medicine should be one of  the original faculties by indi-
cating the very small number of  catholic physicians in 
dublin for so large a catholic population.54

 Fr. Josemaria also began his priesthood among 
poor and uneducated families. His first assignments 
were short stays at two country parishes in the diocese 
of  Zaragoza. When he transferred to Madrid to pursue 
a doctorate in canon law, he soon began to work with 
the Foundation for the sick, an institution run by the 
dames of  charity that cared materially and spiritually 
for the destitute of  madrid.55 ministering to the sick, he 
saw Christ suffering in each one; he learned how to help 
them carry Christ’s Cross, and he began to teach the first 
members of  opus dei to do the same. he taught this 
spirit of  christian charity to university students studying 
engineering, architecture, medicine and law. these early 
students learned, hrough visits to the poor and other

For many academics, a meeting with the founder 
of  opus dei resulted in abandoning their lackadai-
sical and bourgeois spirit, and committing them-
selves to the research for truth, a love for freedom 
and the defense of  justice, which transformed their 
academic vocation. he was a holy and wise man 
who helped them to understand that the ultimate 
mission of  the university is to foster the freedom 
of  God’s children. Divine filiation is the secret that 
frees us from vanity and dispersion.51

Formerly, since human knowledge science was 
very limited, it seemed quite feasible for a single 
learned individual to undertake the defense and 
vindication of  our holy Faith. today, with the ex-
tension and the intensity of  modem science, the 
apologists have to divide the work among them-
selves, if  they want to defend the Church scientifi-
cally in all fields. You ... cannot shirk this respon-
sibility.52
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works of  mercy, to grow in human and supernatural 
virtues, and some later served in leadership positions in 
spanish society.56 These reflections highlight Newman 
and Escriva’s commitment to a broad-based liberal arts 
university education. each started a university that has 
flourished. (Since then the Catholic University of  Ireland 
became University college dublin.) Both men had an 
educational vision that included professional arts, such 
as medicine, and that materialized in the creation of  a 
medical school in their respective universities. they were 
convinced of  the importance of  personal influence and 
small colleges within the university for an education in 
virtue. Newman tried to open the way for laypersons to 
run catholic universities. escriva successfully entrusted 
the University of  Navarre to laypersons, both celibate 
and married men and women.

 Newman wrote on the educational theory regard-
ing the nature of  a university whereas escriva addressed, 
in a more concrete fashion, the moral dimensions of  the 
academic life and planted the seeds for a new spirituality 
of  work. the oxford don has left an educational model 
inspired by aristotelian ideals and open to religious truth. 
the roman monsignor exerted, through his pastoral 
work, a major impact among future educators who later 

began a number of  universities modeled after Navarre.

 the achievements of  Newman and escriva are 
complementary despite the differences in their circum-
stances, personal styles and writings. Both educators 
stressed the harmony between faith and reason, and fos-
tered studies in many areas of  knowledge without fearing 
the truth and without violating the legitimate autonomy 
of  each science. For them, openness to the full “circle 
of  knowledge” was inherent in the idea of  a university. 
they insisted that theology not only had as much claim 
as other sciences in a university, but also played an indis-
pensable role.

 as thinkers and pastors, both men were immersed 
in the cultural and religious circumstances of  their times. 
they keenly realized the need for christian leaders in so-
ciety and made it a priority to contribute to the formation 
of  these future leaders. thus, their lives provide us with 
rich sources of  inspiration for the renewal of  higher edu-
cation in this new millennium. as great educators, these 
men are particularly compelling models for university 
presidents, administrators and professors.
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