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here could Not be a better tIme to eXamINe cardINal NewmaN’s lIfe 
and thought as it pertains to the priesthood and the laity. we are celebrating this 150th anniversary of  
his conversion to the catholic church at a time when many hundreds, even thousands, of  his former 
co-religionists-both priests and lay people-are following his example. Indeed, both in england and in 
the u.s. we have the example of, respectively, Graham leonard of  london and clarence Pope of  fort 

worth, two anglican bishops who have been received into full communion with the universal church. 
even the duchess of  Kent, a member of  the royal family of  england, was recently received into full com-

munion with the church and has had an audience with the holy father.
 these conversions are in many ways harbingers of  the quest towards unity that is so clearly the work 

of  the holy spirit as we cross John Paul II’s “threshold of  hope,” and enter the third millenium. the holy 
father has repeatedly, both publicly and privately, voiced his hope for the reunion of  rome with the eastern 

churches so that the church might “breathe with both lungs.” Indeed, this is perhaps the greatest temporal goal of  
his pontificate. We only have to look at one of  his more recent en cyclicals, Ut Omnes Unum Sint, to see how deep are 
his yearnings. I believe it safe to say that if  this hoped-for reunion takes place, we can expect a large number of  those 
christians of  good will who adhere to Protestant denominations to follow suit, either corporately or individually.
 If  and when these reunions take place, we will find Cardinal Newman’s thought and life constantly invoked, 
perhaps not only intellectually, but also as regards the powerful example of  a life of  heroic virtue. John henry New-
man was decreed Venerable by the Vatican in 1991, incidentally just a few months after blessed Josemaria escriva, 
the founder of  opus dei.1 a very interesting investigation would be a comparison of  the life and work, contrasts and 
similarities, of  these two great men of  the church of  the last two centuries whose thought played such an important 
role in the development of  the documents of  the second Vatican council. fr. George ruder, a Newman expert of  
renown and convert from anglicanism, once named Newman as the invisible peritus of  the council and escriva as the 
anonymous one!2 Included in this investigation might be the person and thought of  Karol wojtyla who, as John Paul 
II, has shown so much appreciation both for blessed Josemaria and the Venerable John henry and who, as a young 
bishop, actually participated in the council. the fact that Newman was cited four times in the new catechism and 
once in Veritatis Splendor tends to highlight the current high regard in which he is held not only by the holy father but 
by the whole church.
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on the 150th anniversary of  the conversion of
John Henry Newman: Christendom College,
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 the importance of  Newman’s thought and life 
for today’s world is also underlined when we see how 
clearly Newman, in his prophetic role, foresaw what he 
considered to be the inevitable clash between the church 
and liberalism. all of  the other varieties of  both christi-
anity and agnostic thought he saw merely as sideshows to 
the showdown between the forces of  God and the fallen 
world, between catholicism and 
atheism.

 as we approach the end 
of  the millennium and witness 
this tendency towards christian 
unity in the universal church, 
and at the same time witness 
the collapse of  marxism along 
with ideologies such as darwin-
ism and freudianism, who could 
doubt that we are involved in an 
epochal struggle? we only have 
to look at the heroic stand of  the 
church at the cairo conference 
on development and Population 
and the beijing conference on 
woman, virtually alone against 
the forces arraigned on the side 
of  the “culture of  death,” to see 
that we have arrived at the mo 
ment that cardinal Newman so 
clearly foresaw.
 
 at the heart of  Newman’s 
religious conception of  both the laity and the priesthood 
is holiness, that is to say, union with christ through an 
exact following of  the specific vocation to which each 
person is called. much has been written about Newman 
and the laity, indeed whole volumes. unfortunately, in 
my opinion, almost all of  it deals exclusively with the 
controversy in Newman’s early catholic life provoked by 
his article in the Rambler, “on consulting the faithful in 
matters of  doctrine.”3 the reason that I say “unfortu-
nately” is that the authors often seem to be championing 
interference of  the laity in the Ecclesia Docens, which is not 
at all what Newman had in mind. this is understandable, 
although still regrettable, when one realizes that most of  
these volumes were written in the context of  the theo-
logical ferment surrounding the teachings of  the second 
Vatican council. Newman’s views on the priesthood have 
not been examined mainly because they are not extraor-
dinary, although some of  his insights more lived than 

necessarily committed to paper-have had their impact in 
this century.

 we begin with an examination of  Newman’s 
views on the laity. there is no author who expresses his 
own views more clearly than Newman but he nonethe-
less, almost from the very beginning of  his public life, 

has been subject to erroneous 
interpretation. Indeed, his best 
known work, the Apologia pro 
Vita Sua, was written, in part, to 
answer a false interpretation of  
some phrases from one of  his 
sermons. In order to understand 
his views, it is necessary to con-
sider the personality and charac-
ter of  Newman himself. Now is 
not the time to give a complete 
biographical sketch, as these are 
readily available, in spanish as 
well as english.4

 that Newman was pro-
foundly religious by tempera-
ment is quite clear from his au-
tobiography, in which he speaks 
of  his religious sense from a very 
early age. unlike a goodly num-
ber of  his contemporaries of  the 
oxford movement he did not 
come from a long line of  clergy-

men. during his university years 
he felt a call to the clerical life and even to celibacy, not 
common at that time. Yet, in many other ways he was 
a man of  the world. he drank deeply of  the study of  
the classics and history during his undergraduate years, 
formed many deep friendships, and had a keen interest 
in the world of  music, literature, and politics, as is evi-
denced by his letters and diaries. Indeed, he even chose 
the wine for his college. he played the violin, a hobby to 
which he returned in later life. he exercised vigorously by 
frighteningly long walks and enjoyed the fresh air of  the 
sea while sailing with his close friend, hurrell froude. he 
was a poet, a novelist and a latinist of  the highest order. 
(The curia officials of  the Vatican were astonished at the 
level of  his classical latin in their corre spondence with 
him. he was able to express in a paragraph what took 
them a page!) he was also, arguably, the greatest master 
of  english prose style of  the nineteenth century.5 this 
emphasizes that while Newman was eminently religious, 

Cardinal Newman 
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he was not monastic. he had a keen appreciation for the 
world in all its positive aspects and enjoyed the company 
and friendship of  many laymen, as is evidenced particu-
larly by his letters and diaries.

 his choice of  the oratory as the best setting for 
him and his followers to live their priesthood was predi-
cated in part on the idea that the life of  the oratory was 
most suited for men from university backgrounds who 
chose to live their dedication more clearly in the world. 
any follower of  st. Philip Neri would clearly have a deep 
appreciation for the secular. In short, Newman was in 
the world, but not of  it. as such, his views on the role of  
the laity were not simply theoretical but based on lived 
experience and observation.

 for Newman, the enemy was not only the world, 
the flesh, and the devil in its classical formulation. Cer-
tainly he waged a life-long struggle against liberalism in 
its religious sense which he defined simply as religious 
indifferentism.6 Indeed he tells us at the end of  his life 
upon receiving the cardinal’s hat: 

 It is good to keep the above passage in mind, as 
Newman’s call for a devout, well-educated catholic laity 
was not set in a vacuum. he saw prophetically the abso-
lute necessity of  holy laypersons in the world not only as 
a good in itself  but also in order not to let the world fall 
completely under the sway of  liberalism. how at home 
he would feel waging the battles of  the late twentieth 
century. after all, he had clearly foreseen them all.

 In his conception of  the role of  the laity not only 
in the church but in the world, I believe we can say that 
Newman was also truly an enemy of  what we can call 

clericalism. Russell Shaw defines it this way: 

 

 although the Victorian Newman certainly would 
not have articulated the problem of  clericalism in the 
same way as shaw, he would have agreed with his analy-
sis. In a much-recounted incident following the failure 
of  his attempt to found an oratory in oxford to act as 
a catholic chaplaincy for the students, Newman was at-
tacked by members of  the ultramontanist party both in 
rome and in england.9 he was supported by a open let-
ter by two hundred leading british catholics, including 
all the catholic members of  parliament, nearly all the 
catholic peers, and other prominent persons. this famed 
cleric was backed in this instance by a totally lay group of  
persons reflecting their appreciation for his teaching. It 
was this incident that provoked the attacks of  monsignor 
George Talbot, an English curial official in Rome and 
enemy of  Newman, who said in an hysterical outburst 
that “if  a check be not placed on the laity of  england 
they will be the rulers of  the catholic church in england 
instead of  the holy see and the episcopate.... laymen 
are beginning to show the cloven hoof.” talbot then de-
livered his most famous line which has been so oft re-
peated, “what is the province of  the laity? to hunt, to 
shoot, to entertain? these matters they understand, but 
to meddle with ecclesiastical matters they have no right at 

and I rejoice to say, to one great mischief  I have 
from the first opposed myself  For thirty, forty, 
fifty years I have resisted to the best of  my pow-
ers the spirit of  liberalism in religion. Never did 
holy church need champions against it more 
sorely than now, when, alas! it is an error over 
spreading, as a snare, the whole earth. liberalism 
in religion is the doctrine that there is no positive 
truth in religion, but that one creed is as good as 
another ... it is inconsistent with any recognition 
of  any religion as true.... [liberalism holds that] 
revealed religion is not a truth but a sentiment 
and a taste; not an objective fact, not m raculous, 
and it is the right of  each individual to make it say 
just what strikes his fancy.7

clericalism assumes that clerics not only are but 
are also meant to be the active, dominant elite 
in the church, and laymen the passive, subser-
vient mass. as a result, the laity are discouraged 
from taking seriously their responsibility for the 
church’s mission, and evangelization is neglected. 
So are efforts to influence the structures of  secu-
lar society on behalf  of  the values of  the gos-
pel-the evangelization of  culture as it is called.... 
clericalism deepens the confusion about lay and 
clerical identity ... perhaps as the most serious of  
all, clericalism tends to discourage laymen from 
cultivating a spirituality that arises above a rather 
low level of  fervor and intensity. as the clerical 
mentality sees it, the serious pursuit of  sanctity 
is the business of  priests and religious. minimal-
istic religious practice and legalistic morality are 
all that are asked of  laymen and all many ask of  
themselves...8
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all.... dr. Newman is the most dangerous man in england, 
and you will see that he will make use of  the laity against 
your Grace.”10 of  course, Newman did not see the la-
ity interfering in “ecclesiastical” matters, but certainly his 
conception of  the role of  the laity in the church as well 
as in the world was on another level from that of  msgr. 
Talbot (who finished his days sadly in an insane asylum). 
at an earlier time, as a result of  a controversy at the 
rambler, a catholic lay journal, Newman confronted his 
ordinary, bishop ullathorne of  birmingham. according 
to Newman, “[the bishop] said something like ‘who are 
the laity?’ I [Newman] answered (not these words) that 
the church would look foolish without them.”11

 Newman had a deep knowledge of  and love for 
the early church fathers. he had read through them all, 
in their original Greek and latin, at least twice before he 
reached thirty. He could well be figured as the precursor 
of  the rassourcement, the going back to the church fa-
thers as sources for theological investigation, which has 
been such a notable characteristic of  some of  the giants 
of  twentieth century thought such as de lubac, von bal-
thasar, and congar.12 In addition, Newman wrote histori-
cal sketches on some of  the leading fathers. he also had 
a deep devotion for everyday early christians, both for 
the martyrs and confessors whom he so highly revered, 
as well as the untold millions who lived out their every-
day lives bearing witness to christ through their family 
and professional life. these are the men and women who 
were responsible, with the help of  God’s grace, for the 
gradual but sure spread of  the church throughout the 
Roman empire during the course of  the first three centu-
ries up until the edict of  milan. this primitive christian-
ity is a model for modern christian life. 

 Newman’s view is very much like the one the 
Pope expressed in Christifideles Laici: “The eyes of  faith 
behold a wonderful scene: that of  a countless number of  
lay people, both men and women, busy at work in their 
daily life and activity, oftentimes far from view and quite 

unacclaimed by the world, un known to the world’s great 
personages but nonetheless looked upon in love by the 
father, untiring laborers who work in the lord’s vine-
yard. Confident and steadfast through the power of  
God’s grace, these are the humble yet great builders of  
the kingdom of  God in history.”14

 as for Newman’s view of  the laity’s participation 
in doctrinal fidelity and development, we can consult The 
Arians of  the Fourth Century, written when he was a young 
anglican cleric and tutor at oxford. It is a masterful and 
entertaining history of  the arian heresy and the contro-
versy leading up to and beyond the council of  Nicea. 
Newman’s basic thesis is simple: the mass of  catholics 
were faithful to the authentic trinitarian doctrine when, 
at least at a certain moment of  the controversy, the ma-
jority of  bishops were not. 

 Newman in no way is impairing the teaching au-
thority of  the hierarchy-the Pope and the bishops in com-
munion with him-but rather emphasizing the responsi-
bility of  the faithful to hold fast and hand on the faith 
entrusted to them. He finds the behavior of  the Catholic 
laity during the apogee of  the arian heresy a wonderful 
example of  faithfulness to authentic doctrine when there 
appeared, at least, to be a temporary suspension of  its 
propagation by certain elements of  the hierarchy. 

It [the church] has been upheld in the world not 
as a system, not by books, not by argument, nor by 
temporal power, but by the personal influence of  
such men as ... are at once teachers and patterns of  
it.... but after all, say they are few, such christians; 
and what follows? they are enough to carry on 
God’s noiseless work. these communicate their 
light to a number of  lesser luminaries, by whom, 
in its turn, it is distributed.... a few endowed men 
will rescue the world for centuries to come.13

the catholic people, in the length and breadth of  
christendom, were the obstinate champions of  
christian truth and the bishops were not.... and 
again, in speaking of  the laity, I speak inclusively 
of  their parish priests (so to call them), at least 
in many places; but, on the whole, taking a wide 
view of  history, we are obliged to say that the gov-
erning body came short and the governed were 
preeminent in faith, zeal, courage, and constancy. 
this is a remarkable fact, but there is a moral in 
it.... Perhaps it was permitted to impress upon the 
church ... the great evangelical lesson that, not the 
wise and powerful, but the obscure, the unlearned 
and the weak constitute her real strength. It was 
mainly by the faithful people that paganism was 
overthrown; it was by the faithful people, under 
the lead of  athanasius and the egyptian bishops, 
and in some places supported by their bishops 
and priests, that the worst of  heresies was with-
stood.15

In that earliest age, it was simply the living spir-
it of  the myriads of  the faithful, none of  them 
known to fame, who received from the diciples 



“In all times the laity have 
been the measure of  the 

Catholic spirit.” 
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 cardinal Newman, of  course, being a man of  the 
nineteenth century and not the fourth (no matter how 
much he was able to enter into that world in spirit), was 
above all concerned with the role of  the catholic laity 
in a world that he saw increasingly falling into infidelity. 
as an anglican minister and oxford tutor he directed 
his personal counsel and pastoral preaching to effect a 
change, both spiritual and intellectual, in the people who 
heard him. almost all of  his writings, both anglican and 

catholic, are directed to-
wards lay people, mostly 
to the educated classes. 
although he does enter 
into theological discus-
sion and disputation 
with some of  the lead-
ing theologians of  his 
day, both anglican and 
catholic, in oxford and 

rome, and on some occasions with the french, nonethe-
less it is normally the educated laity that he addresses. as 
he puts it in a justifiably famous passage that so clearly 
presages the conciliar teaching on the laity: 

 the passage is so clearly in line with the most up 
to dab teachings of  the church that it sounds familiar 
to us now. but how strange this teaching would sound 
to the ears of  catholic of  the age of  Victoria, the great 
majority of  whom were illiterate. Irish immigrants with a 
only small minority of  descendants of   the “recusants,” 
those few who remained faithful to the church through 
the long centuries of  persecution. the church had just 
recently regained its hierarchical status in england amidst 
great controversy and the number of  “educated” catho-
lic laymen either in the theological or secular sense, was 
sparse.

 the cardinal’s ideal of  the educated layman was 
a person who was unreservedly loyal to the magisterium 
of  the church. 

 John henry Newman, with all his love for free-
dom of  conscience, would not have recognized the theo-
logical notion of  “dissent.” he insisted, above all, that 
the educated laymen “keep in mind that you have souls to 
be judged and to be saved.” only in this way could a true 
“unity of  life”19 be found which would insure proper rec-
titude of  intention vis-a-vis the impact that the catholic 

of  the lord, and husbanded so well, and circulated 
so widely, and transmitted so faithfully, generation 
after generation, the once delivered apostolic faith; 
who held it with such sharpness of  outline and ex-
plicitness of  detail, as enabled even the unlearned 
instinctively to discriminate between truth and er-
ror, spontaneously to reject the very shadow of  
heresy, and to be proof  against the fascination of  
the most brilliant intellects, when they would lead 
them out of  the narrow way.16

what I desiderate in catholics is the gift of  bring-
ing out what their religion is; it is one of  the “bet-
ter gifts” of  which the apostle bids you be “jeal-
ous.” You must not hide your talent in a napkin, 
or your light under a bushel. I want a laity, not arro 
gant, not rash in speech, not disputatious, but men 
who know their religion, who enter into it, who 
know just where they stand, who know what they 
hold, and what they do not, who know their creed 
so well that they can give an account of  it, who 
know so much of  history that they can defend it. I 
want an intelligent, well-instructed laity [my emphasis]; 
I am not denying you are such already; but I mean 
to be severe and, as some would say, exorbitant in 
my demands, I wish to enlarge your knowledge, to 
cultivate your reason, to get an insight into the re-

lation of  truth to truth, to learn to view things as 
they are, to understand how faith and reason stand 
to each other, what are the bases and principles 
of  catholicism, and where lie the main absurdities 
of  the Protestant theory. I have no apprehension 
you will be the worse catholics for familiarity with 
these subjects, provided you cherish a vivid sense 
of  God above, and keep in mind that you have 
souls to be judged and to be saved. In all times the 
laity have been the measure of  the Catholic spirit.17 

It must be borne in mind that, as the essence 
of  all religion is authority and obedience, so the 
distinction between natural religion and revealed 
lies in this, that the one has a subjective authority 
and the other an objective. revelation consists in 
the manifestation of  the invisible divine power, 
or in the substitution of  the voice of  a lawgiver 
for the voice of  conscience. the supremacy of  
conscience is the essence of  natural religion; the 
supremacy of  apostle, or Pope, or bishop, is the 
essence of  the revealed.... thus, what conscience 
is in the system of  nature, such is the voice of  
scripture, or of  the church, or of  the holy see, 
as we may determine it, in the system of  revela-
tion.18
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layman could make his on greater surroundings. Personal 
holiness is always at the heart of  the Newmanian project: 
the glory of  God and salvation of  souls. “devotion is 
not a sort of  finish given to the sciences, nor is science a 
sort of  feather in the cap, if  I may so express myself, an 
ornament and set-off  to devotion. I want the intellectual 
layman to be religious and the devout ecclesiastic to be 
intellectual.”20

 for Newman, the road to holiness was above all 
a work of  grace. at the same time he was no quietist. he 
encouraged laypersons both through his preaching and 
spiritual direction to pursue holiness through the ordi-
nary: their family and professional circumstances united 
to a life of  devotion. although it cannot be said that he 
had a well-developed theology of  work, he certainly did 
not see it as an obstacle to sanctity or unduly encourage 
laymen to flee the world. 

 Newman simply draws on traditional ascetical 
theology for the advice that he gives to those who would 
be perfect, by no means proposing a “new way.” what 
appears to be missing in his advice would be the counsel 
of  attending holy mass and communicating daily. how-
ever, when we put his advice in historical context we real-
ize the paucity of  both catholic priests and churches in 
mid-century england and that daily communion was an 
infrequent and even frowned-upon custom.

 as a keen student of  the writers of  antiquity,22 
Newman had a great appreciation for the nobility of  hu-
man virtues as evidenced in the literature and history of  
ancient rome and Greece. at the same time the saints 
that he most admired-st. Paul, the ancient fathers, st. 
francis de sales, and his spiritual father st. Philip Neri, 
the founder of  the oratory, among others--could all be 
described as humanly attractive on account of  their many 
virtues. so both in a secular and religious sense New-
man was educated and formed to appreciate the good-
ness of  an integral human nature that grace would be 
called upon to perfect. he realized that all human virtue 
was the result of  many years not only formation but also 
personal struggle on the part of  the individual in order 
to gain those good habits which could, make sanctity an 
attractive way. His famous definition of  a gentleman best 
describes what he would desire as the human qualities of  
the modern apostle although he would, and indeed was,  
the first to point out that without faith and grace, all the 
human virtues in the world are for naught towards salva-
tion. 

 It is the saying of  holy men that, if  we 
wish to be perfect, we have nothing more to do 
than to perform the ordinary duties of  the day 
well. a short road to perfection-short, not be-
cause easy, but because pertinent and intelligible. 
there are no short ways to perfection, but there 
are sure ones.
 we must bear in mind what is meant by 
perfection. It does not mean any extraordinary 
service, anything out of  the way, or especially he-
roic-not all have the opportunity of  heroic acts, 
of  sufferings-but it means what the word perfec-
tion ordinarily means. by perfect we mean that 
which has no flaw in it, that which is complete, 
that which is consistent, that which is sound-we 
mean the opposite to imperfect. as we know well 
what imperfection in religious service means, we 
know by contrast what is meant by perfection.
 he, then, is perfect who does the work of  
the day perfectly, and we need not go beyond this 
to seek for perfection. You need not go out of  
the round of  the day. I insist on this because I 
think it will simplify our views, and fix our exer-
tions on a definite aim. If  you ask me what you 
are to do in order to be perfect, I say, first-Do 
not lie in bed beyond the due time of  rising; give 
your first thoughts to God; make a good visit to 
the blessed sacrament; say the angelus devoutly; 
eat and drink to God’s glory; say the rosary well; 
be recollected; keep out bad thoughts; make your 
evening meditation well; examine yourself  daily; 

go to bed in go good time, and you are already 
perfect.21

It is almost the definition of  a gentleman that he 
never inflicts pain.... The true gentleman in like 
manner carefully avoids whatever may cause a jar 
or a jolt in the minds of  those with whom he is 
cast;-all clashing of  opinion, or collision of  feel-
ing, all restraint, or suspicion, or gloom, or resent-
ment; his great concern being to make everyone 
at ease and at home. he has his eyes on all his 
company; he is tender towards the bashful, gentle 
towards the distant, and merciful towards the ab-
surd; he can recollect to whom he is speaking; he 
guards against unseasonable allusions, or topics 
which may irritate; he is seldom prominent in con-
versation, and never wearisome. he makes light 
of  favors while he does them, and seems to be 
receiving when he is conferring. he never speaks 
of  himself  except when compelled, never defends 
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 Newman’s ideal of  the gentleman is in a sense a 
look at the ordinary and perhaps most effective means 
by which the layman shares his love of  God with others, 
by the apostolate of  personal influence, or friendship.24 
Newman himself  had an extraordinary gift, we could 
say charism, for friendship which often translated itself  
into leadership. he had an even temperament that was 
pleasant and winning, but that was prone to occasional 
moodiness or what some might call over-sensitivity. that 
no one would normally describe him as extroverted or 
light-hearted makes his influence all the more mysteri-
ous. Yet one has only to peruse the many volumes of  
his letters and diaries or to look at the index of  names 
in his autobiographical works to see that he shared deep 
friendships with hundreds of  people throughout his life. 
Indeed, this personal influence was exerted powerfully 

to the millions of  persons who have read his works and 
have been hypnotized by his holy spell. rare is the eng-
lish or american intellectual convert to catholicism dur-
ing the last 150 years who has not given a large share of  
the credit to Newman’s influence. He truly speaks heart 
to heart, “cor ad cor loquitur,” a phrase that he chose as his 
personal motto. In short we are dealing with a powerful 
personality, a religious genius whose virtues have already 
been recognized by the church. as bishop ullathorne, 
his catholic ordinary, would say, “there is a saint in that 
man.”25

 this ideal, in fact, forms the basis of  Newman’s 
conception of  the integrated personalities of  the saints, 
which were a determining factor in their attractiveness 
and heightened their personal influence on others. 

himself  by a mere retort, he has no ears for slan-
der or gossip, is scrupulous in imputing motives 
to those who interfere with him, and interprets 
everything for the best.... he is never mean or 
little in his disputes, never takes unfair advantage, 
never mistakes personalities or sharp saying for 
arguments, or insinuates evil which he dare not say 
out. from a long-sighted prudence, he observes 
the maxim of  the ancient sage, that we should 
ever conduct ourselves towards our enemy as if  
he one day were to be our friend. he has too much 
good sense to be affronted at insults, he is too well 
employed to remember injuries, and too indolent 
to bear malice. he is patient, forbearing and re-
signed on philosophical principles; he submits to 
pain, because it is inevitable, to bereavement, be-
cause cause it is irreparable, and to death, because 
it is his destiny. If  he engages in controversy of  
any kind, his disciplined intellect preserves him 
from blundering discourtesy of  better, perhaps, 
but less educated minds; who, like blunt weapons, 
tear and hack instead of  cutting clean, who mis-
take the point in argument, waste their strength 
on trifles, misconceive their adversary, and leave 
the question more involved than they find it. He 
may be right or wrong in his opinion, but he is 
too clear-headed to be injust; he is as simple as he 
is forcible, and as brief  as he is decisive. Nowhere 
shall we find greater candour, consideration, in-
dulgence; he throws himself  into the minds of  
his opponents, he accounts for their mistakes. he 
knows the weakness of  human reason as well as 
its strength, its provinces and its limits.23

there are those, and of  the highest order of  sanc-
tity too, as far as our eyes can see, in whom the 
supernatural combines with nature, instead of  su-
perseding it,-invigorating it, elevating it, ennobling 
it; and who are not the less men because they are 
saints. they do not put away their natural endow-
ments, but use them to the glory of  the Giver; they 
do not act beside them but through them; they do 
not eclipse them by the brightness of  divine grace, 
but only transfigure them. They are versed in hu-
man knowledge; they are busy in human society; 
they under stand the human heart; they can throw 
themselves into the minds of  other men, and all 
this in consequence of  natural gifts and secular ed-
ucation. while they themselves stand secure in the 
blessedness of  purity and peace, they can follow 
in imagination the ten thousand aberrations of  
pride, passion, and remorse. the world to them is 
a book, to which they are drawn for its own sake, 
which they read fluently, which interests them nat-
urally, though by reason of  the grace which dwells 
within them, they study it, and hold converse with 
it for the glory of  God and the salvation of  souls. 
thus they have the thoughts, feelings, frames of  
mind, attraction, sympathies, antipathies of  other 
men, so far as they are not sinful, only they have 
these properties of  human nature purified, sanc-
tified, and exalted; and they are only made more 
eloquent, more poetical, more profound, more in-
tellectual, by reason of  their being more holy.26
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 Newman clearly exercised in his life what he rec-
ommended to others. he had a gift for friendship that be-
gan with those about him at school and extended through 
correspondence to at least many hundreds of  others. It is 
also remarkable to see how many of  his friendships last-
ed through the decades and were only cut short by death. 
his loyalty to his friends extended beyond the grave in 
that he kept a meticulous list of  deceased friends and 
remembered them frequently in his daily celebration of  
mass, particularly on their anniversaries. 

 by no means would Newman have looked down 
upon the various modalities of  apostolic work as exer-
cised through the many religious congregations and ini-
tiatives of  the laity. Yet he would have 
insisted that at the root of  it all must 
always be personal holiness exempli-
fied in what Karol Wojtyla referred 
to as “the acting Person.” Newman 
would have felt at home today in us-
ing the philosophical and theological 
language of  phenomenology rooted 
in the perennial system of  thomism 
that is so evident in the magisterial 
teaching of  John Paul II. he would 
have understood very well the central-
ity of  the need to make a “sincere gift 
of  self ”28 in order to effect the new 
evangelization so repeatedly called for 
by the Pope during the course of  his 
pontificate. This task will principally 
be taken on by the catholic layperson, 
the whole man: well-formed and totally 
faithful to the teaching authority of  the 
Church, devout, hard-working, firmly centered in the 
family, cultured according to his circumstances and edu-
cated in virtue, with a great desire to share his faith with 
others principally through friendship.

 there is relatively little written on Newman and 
the priesthood.29 It is well to note that much if  not virt-

ually all that Newman proposed for the catholic layman 
can be applied, mutatis mutandis, to the catholic priest. his 
views on the priesthood are not overly remarkable; how-
ever, the beauty of  his way of  expressing them is. his life 
as a priest was exemplary, in every aspect, although there 
continues to be some controversy over his foundation 
and governance of  the english oratory.30

 as a catholic priest he was noted for his love for 
the holy mass and devotion to the eucharistic Presence. 
“to me nothing is so consoling, so piercing, so thrilling, 
so overwhelming as the mass, said as it is among us. I 
could attend masses for ever, and not be tired. It is not 
a mere form of  words-it is a great action, the greatest 
action that can be on earth. he becomes present on the 
altar in flesh and blood, before whom the angels bow and 
devils tremble.”31

 Newman spent hours each week over the course 
of  decades at the birmingham oratory hearing confes-
sions. 

 Newman’s preaching in mass, both as an angli-
can and catholic, was simply-in style, content, and the 
impression left on the hearers-the most profound in 
english of  the nineteenth century, producing innumer-
able conversions and changes of  hearts. short of  the 
fathers of  the church or perhaps bossuet, it is hard to 

we are to begin with loving our friends about 
us, and gradually to enlarge the circle of  our af-
fections, till it reaches all christians, and then all 
men.... we see then how absurd it is, when writ-
ers ... talk magnificently about loving the whole 
human race with a comprehensive affection, of  
being friends of  all mankind ... this is not to love 
men, it is but to talk of  love. the real love of  man 
must depend on practice.27

Statue outside the Brompton 
Oratory, London

If  there is a heavenly idea in the catholic church, 
looking at it simply as an idea, 
surely, next after the blessed sac-
rament, confession is such. and 
such it is ever found in fact-the 
very act of  kneeling, the low and 
contrite voice, the sign of  the cross 
hanging, so to say, over the head 
bowed low, and the words of  peace 
and blessing. oh, what a soothing 
charm is there, which the world 
can neither give nor take away! 
oh, what piercing, heart-subduing 
tranquillity, provoking tears of  joy, 
is poured almost substantially and 
physically upon the soul, the oil of  
gladness, as scripture calls it, when 
at length the penitent rises, his God 
reconciled to him, his sins rolled 

away forever! this is confession as it 
is in fact.32
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think of  any man who had a better sense of  the proper 
use of  scripture in preaching, anticipating in many ways 
the new emphasis on scriptural preaching put forth by 
the church in the second Vatican council. listen to the 
impression he left on one witness: “for a few moments 
there was breathless silence. then, in a low, clear voice, 
of  which the faintest vibration was audible in the farthest 
corner of  st. mary’s, he said, ‘Now, I bid you recollect 
that he to whom these things were done was almighty 
God.’ It was as if  an electric stroke had gone through the 
church, as if  every person present understood for the 
first time the meaning of  what he had all his life been 
saying. I suppose it was an epoch in the mental history of  
more than one of  my oxford contemporaries.”33

 Newman was a confessor and spiritual director 
to hundreds during the course of  his life. much of  his 
priestly work had to do with the poor people of  birming-
ham, ignorant and in some cases, diseased. 

 at the end of  his extremely long life, Newman 
could look back over the decades and realize the pro-
phetic truth in his case of  the words he had written as 
a young anglican clergyman. “so again they who en-
ter holy orders promise they know not what, engage 
themselves they know not how deeply, debar themselves 
of  the world’s ways they know not how intimately, find 
perchance they must cut off  from them the right hand, 
sacrifice the desire of  their eyes and the stirrings of  their 
hearts at the foot of  the cross, while they thought, in 
their simplicity, they were but choosing the quiet easy life 
of  ‘plain men dwelling in tents.”35

 recognition of  a divinely instituted priesthood is 
central to Newman’s ecclesiology. from this priesthood 
flows the whole sacramental system and indeed, the ap-
ostolic succession in the church. this was true of  New-
man’s anglican life as well as, obviously, of  his later cath-
olic one. “a sacerdotal order is historically the essence of  
the church; if  not divinely appointed, it is doctrinally the 
essence of  antichrist.”36 Newman here is referring more 
to the necessity of  a priestly order that teaches with au-
thority than to its sacramental meaning. as he says much 
later, “If  her clergy be priests, if  they can forgive sins, 
and bring the son of  God upon her altars, it is obvious 
they cannot, considered as such, hold of  the state. If  they 
were not Priests, the sooner they were put under a min-
ister of  public instruction, and the episcopate abolished, 
the better.”37 he rejects wholeheartedly both a self-ap-
pointed priesthood not proceeding directly through the 
apostolic succession and the priesthood whereby religion 
and its ministers have become an appendage of  the state, 
as in the anglican.

 the new Directory on the Ministry and Life of  Priests 
tells us “the identity of  the priest comes from participa-
tion in the Priesthood of  christ, in which the one or-
dained becomes, in the church and for the church, a real, 
living and faithful image of  christ the Priest, ‘a sacra-
mental representation of  christ, head and shepherd.’”38 
the cardinal puts it more poetically: 

No state of  things comes amiss to a catholic 
priest; he has always a work to do, and a harvest 
to reap.... the disease is sin; all men have sinned; 
all men need a recovery in christ; to all must that 
recovery be preached and dispensed. If  then 
there be a preacher and dispenser of  recovery, 
sent from God, that messenger must speak, not 
to one, but to all; he must be suited to all, he 
must have a mission to the whole race of  adam, 
and be cognisable by every individual of  it. I do 
not mean that he must persuade all, and prevail 
with all-for that depends on the will of  each; but 
he must show his capabilities for converting all 
by actually converting some of  every time, and 
every place, and every rank, and every age of  life, 
and every character of  mind.34

but when christ had come, suffered, and ascended, 
he was henceforth ever near us, ever at hand, even 
though he was not actually returned, ever scarcely 
gone, ever all but come back. he is the only ruler 
and Priest in his church, dispensing gifts, and has 
appointed none to supersede him because he is 
departed only for a brief  season. aaron took the 
place of  christ, and had a priesthood of  his own; 
but christ’s priests have no priesthood but his. 
they are merely his shadows and organs, they are 
his outward signs; and what they do, he does; when 
they baptize, he is baptizing; when they bless, he is 
blessing. he is in all acts of  his church, and one of  
its acts is not more truly his act than another, for 
all are his. thus we are, in all times, of  the Gospel, 
brought close to his cross. we stand, as it were, 
under it, and receive its blessings fresh from it; only 
that since, historically speaking, time has gone on, 
and the holy one is away, certain outward forms 
are necessary, by way of  bringing us again under 
his shadow; and we enjoy those blessings through 
a mystery, or sacramentally, in order to enjoy them 
really.39
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 at the same time cardinal Newman states that 
the christian priesthood is a participation in the one 
priesthood of  Jesus, he also insists that the priest is unit-
ed with the “common priesthood” in the mystical body 
christ. “there is under the Gospel but one proper Priest, 
Prophet, and King, Altar, Sacrifice, and House of  God. 
Unity is its characteristic sacrament; all grace flows from 
one head, and all life circulates in the members of  one 
Body, and what is true of  priests and sacrifices, is true of  
righteous and holy men. It is their very privilege thus to 
be taken into christ, to exist in christ, as already in their 
mortal life they `have their being’ in God.”40

 the priest, then, according to Newman, in par-
ticipating in christ’s priesthood, acts as an instrument in 
communicating his redemption, i.e., above all, the for-
giveness of  sin. “christ is a priest, as forgiving sin, and 
imparting other needful divine gifts.... by a Priest, in a 
christian sense, is meant an appointed channel by which 
the peculiar Gospel blessings are conveyed to  mankind, 
one who has us power to apply to individuals those gifts 
which christ has promised us generally as the fruit of  
his mediation”41. essentially, although by no means ex-
clusively, for Newman the priesthood exists for the ad-
ministration of  all the sacraments and  as a means of  
communicating the redemptive grace christ.

 the sacrament par excellence to which are ordered 
the sacraments of  initiation and penance, of  course, is 
the eucharist. It is there that the priest renews the sac-
rifice of  Calvary and dis tributes Jesus’ Body and Blood 
as spiritual food. “‘who then is that faithful and wise 
steward,’ says christ, ‘whom his lord shall make ruler 
over his household, to give them their portion of  food, 
in due season? blessed is that servant, whom his lord 
when he cometh shall find so doing’ (Luke 12:43). Now I 
infer from this passage, first, there are under the Gospel, 
especial dispensers of  the christian’s spiritual food, in 
other words (if  the word `food’ may be interpreted from 
the parallel of  the sixth chapter of  st. John), dispensers 
of  invisible grace, or Priests; next, that they are to con-
tinue to the church in every age till the end, for it is said, 
“blessed is he, whom his lord, when he cometh, shall 
find so doing (Luke 12: 43).”’43

 the cardinal had the highest estimation of  the 
dignity of  the priesthood but at the same time realized 
the frailty of  the men called to this high office. He writes 
of  this in perhaps his most complete and revealing ser-
mon on the priesthood, “men, not angels, the Priests of  
the Gospel”: 

 

has not the Gospel sacraments? and have not sac-
raments, as pledges and means of  grace, a priestly 
nature ? If  so, the question of  a christian priest-
hood is narrowed at once to the simple question 
of  whether it is or not probable that so precious 
an ordinance as a channel of  grace would be com-
mitted by Providence to the custody of  certain 
guardians. the tendency of  opinions at this day 
is to believe that nothing more is necessary for 
acceptance than faith in God’s promise of  mercy; 
whereas it is certain from scripture, that the gift 
of  reconciliation is not conveyed to individuals 
except through appointed ordinances. christ has 
interposed something between himself  and the 
soul; and if  it is not inconsistent with the liberty 
of  the Gospel that a sacrament should interfere, 
there is no antecedent inconsistency in a keeper 
of  the sacrament attending upon it. moreover, the 
very circumstance that a standing ministry has ex-
isted from the first, leads on to the inference that 
the ministry was intended to take charge of  the 
sacraments; and thus the facts of  the case suggest 
an interpretation of  our lord’s memorable words 
when he committed to st. Peter “the keys” of  the 

Kingdom of  heaven.42

but still men they could not be, if  they were to 
preachers of  the everlasting Gospel, and dispens-
ers of  the divine mysteries. If  they were to sac-
rifice, as He had sacrificed; to continue, repeat, 
apply, the very Sacrifice which He had offered; to 
take into their hands that very Victim which was 
he himself; to bind and to loose, to bless and to 
ban, to receive the confession of  his people, and to 
give them absolution for their sins; to teach them 
the way of  truth, and to guide them along the way 
of  peace; who was sufficient for these things but 
an inhabitant of  those blessed realms of  which 
the lord is the never failing light?
 and yet, my brethren, so it is, he has sent 
forth for the ministry of  reconciliation, not an-
gels, but men: he has sent forth your brethren 
to you, not beings of  some unknown nature and 
some strange blood, but of  your own bone and 
your own flesh, to preach to you.... Not a tempta-
tion, my brethren, can befall you, but what befalls 
all those who share your nature, though you may 
have yielded to it, and they may not have yield-
ed. they can understand you, they can anticipate 
you, they can interpret you, though they have not 
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   he generally had the highest opinion of  his con-
freres in the catholic priesthood, saying “there was noth-
ing of  that smoothness, or mannerism which is com-
monly imputed to them, and they were more natural and 
unaffected  than many an anglican clergy man...”45

 Newman’s desire, both for the priesthood and 
the laity, was that each live up fully to the privilege and 
duty of  the high calling of  being a christian. No one 
who approaches the writings of  Newman will be left 
unchallenged in bettering his relationship with God and 
neighbor. at the heart of  Newman’s message for today’s 
catholic is the sense of  personal vocation. “God has cre-
ated me to do Him some definite service; He has com-
mitted some work to me which he has not committed to 
another. I have my mission-I may never know it in this 
life, but I shall be told it in the next. I am a link in a chain, 
a bond of  connection between persons. he has not cre-
ated me for naught, I shall do good. I shall do his work; I 
shall be an angel of  peace, a preacher of  truth in my own 
place, while not intending it, if  I do but keep his com-
mandments and serve him in my calling.”46

kept pace with you in your course. they will be 
tender to you, they will “instruct you in the spirit 
of  meekness,” as the apostle says, “considering 
themselves lest they also be tempted.” come then 
unto us, all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and 
ye shall find rest to your souls; come unto us, who 
now stand to you christ’s stead, and who speak 
in christ’s name; for we too, like you, have been 
saved by christ’s all-saving blood.44
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