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Distinguished Ambassadors,
Your Excellencies,

Dear Friends,

Cardinal John Henry Newman (1801-1890) will be canonized by Pope Francis in Saint Peter’s Square tomorrow morning.  Newman’s was a complex personality.  Even now, more than a hundred years after his death, he holds great interest for Catholics and Anglicans alike.  Newman certainly possessed a superior intelligence, great merits as a theologian and a desire to renew Christian life and promote a return to Catholic unity.  We think too of his heroic faith and his deep piety, apostolic zeal and humility: in a word, the holiness that his contemporaries already recognized during his lifetime.  We should also consider the strong influence that he had – and still has – on both Catholic and Anglican communities.

Newman was unquestionably a prophet and a dedicated seeker of truth.  This is probably the aspect that we find most interesting, the one that makes him still relevant today.  Many of his intuitions, especially regarding ecumenism, were reflected in the decisions of the Second Vatican Council.  During the conciliar sessions, Newman was more than once mentioned by name, particularly in the discussions on the Church’s sensus fidei, the universal call to holiness, and the participation of the laity in the life of the Church.


But today let us reflect on why Cardinal Newman is being proclaimed a saint.

First of all, we must consider how a canonization process is opened.  The canonical norms consider it essential to ascertain the candidate’s reputation for holiness among the People of God.  In Newman’s case, although his cause was not immediately introduced, that reputation had been constant, not only among Catholics, but also among Anglicans and in other communities of the Reformation.  Although his was not a “popular” holiness, such as we associate with some other witnesses to the Gospel, nonetheless in many quarters, especially in the Oratories throughout Great Britain that look to him as their founder, his memory has been kept alive by generations of the faithful.  Saint Teresa of Calcutta also acknowledged relying on Newman’s intercession in her prayer.  We should also recall that more than twenty thousand people attended his funeral.  Cardinal Henry Edward Manning, himself a convert to Catholicism yet often in disagreement with Newman, offered a profound reflection on his personality during a memorial homily.  Manning acknowledged Newman’s great humility and union with God, to the point of declaring that: “The history of our land will hereafter record the name of John Henry Newman among the greatest of our people, as a confessor for the faith”.


Faith is the first theological virtue.  How did Newman practise his faith?  We ask this, because, to be proclaimed a saint, the candidate must have exercised the Christian virtues to a heroic degree.  There is no doubt that the Cardinal lived a life completely centred on faith in God.  This virtue continually illumined his path and led him to pursue the truth for which he thirsted as for water from a pure spring.  His faith was unfailing, even in times of trial or spiritual crisis.  That faith became prayer and constant intercourse with God.  Already as an Anglican minister, his loving devotion to the mystery of Christ’s body and blood was well-known.  After he became a Catholic, this veneration took the form of an outstanding Eucharistic piety.  Not can we forget Newman’s great love for the Virgin Mary, which led him to recite the Rosary daily.  It was surely an unshakable faith in Christ that inspired his constant search for truth and the ecclesial sense that led him, through his careful study of the Scriptures and Fathers, to embrace the Catholic Church.


One of his celebrated sayings shows the depth of his faith: “Christ resides in the heavens, but we must think of him exactly as if he were still here among us”.  For Newman, Christ was a living person, present in his own life and in that of the world.  He felt immersed in a loving plan that transcended his own existence and the present moment, and thrust him into eternity.  For him, the ultimate realities like heaven, the last judgment, and eternal life were concrete realities in which he firmly believed.  All this led him to an immense trust in Christ, whom he perceived as a teacher and friend who pointed out the path to be followed and who accompanied him at every step of the way.  From adolescence, Newman had great hope and trust in God.  He trusted unfailingly in God’s providence, and amid every trial or tribulation he would pray insistently, in the certainty that sooner or later the Lord would intervene.  This enabled him to overcome difficulties and to encourage others not to be afraid but to have confidence in God’s timely help.  Even when enduring inner trials, he remained calm, thanks to his persevering hope in God.  This hope made him realize his need to discern God’s will for him.


Newman felt himself the object of an infinite love, and so he sought whole-heartedly to discover God’s precise plan for his life.  He wanted to repay, with charity, Christ’s infinite love, which insistently made itself felt in his life.  We should not be deceived by the fact that he was an intellectual and a scholar.  Newman had a deep and personal love for the Saviour, which inspired him in turn to give himself to others.  He was supportive of his family and his openness to others led him to establish solid friendships and, as a pastor of souls, to be respected and loved by the faithful.  Even when immersed in study and research, he was always concerned for those around him, beginning with his students and colleagues.  When he entered the Catholic Church, his charity also turned to his Oratorian confreres, who regarded him as a new Saint Philip Neri on account of his charisma and his union with God.  Let us not forget that, in his parish work in Birmingham, Newman daily engaged in acts of charity towards the parishioners, well over half of whom lived in poverty.


This brings us to the humility of this refined intellectual and witty observer of his own times and of the situation of the Church in his country.  His humility made him treat people naturally, without a hint of superiority, even when dealing with people who were illiterate or belonged to the lowest social classes.  Newman was never presumptuous with regard to the opinions of others and never sought to impose his own thought.  His humility became evident when he asked to enter the Catholic Church, since it involved abjuring former convictions; submitting to the examination of his Christian principles, his faith and doctrine; and accepting that his ordination was considered invalid, at least ad cautelam, as were the sacraments he had administered, especially the Eucharist, which he so greatly venerated.

In exercising humility, Newman also had to exercise poverty, not simply from the material point of view.  He lived in a sober and frugal manner, detached from earthly goods.  He was always ready to help others, even at the cost of foregoing many things.  He was generous to those in need and never missed an opportunity to offer financial aid out of his own pocket.  In 1842, during a retreat at Littlemore, he experienced the call to live poverty in a radical way, as he was later to do, by profession, in the Oratory.


Having made the search for God’s will one of his principal objectives, Newman had no difficulty obeying his superiors.  This virtue, however, proved costly when he had to be obedient to his Anglican bishop during the years of the Oxford Movement.  Once he entered the Catholic Church, he had to employ a similar determination to remain obedient, in his adherence to the conditions imposed by the Roman Curia, in the stormy events surrounding the establishment of the Catholic University in Dublin, and in the relations between the Church and the British Government.  Nor should we forget his complete obedience to the Popes, beginning with Pius IX and Leo XIII, whom he honoured and esteemed, as well as his acceptance of the decisions of the First Vatican Council regarding the dogma of papal infallibility in matters of faith and morals.


This radical obedience was, for Newman’s contemporaries, a sign of uncommon fortitude, born not of obstinacy or stubborn attachment to his own ideas or positions, but of an inner strength that sustained him on his journey of faith, even amid daunting trials and interior struggles.  Newman’s Christian integrity certainly came at a cost, yet, with his firm faith, he was able to surmount painful obstacles, especially at the time of his separation from Anglicanism.  After entering the Catholic Church, he also endured criticisms and misunderstandings, if not open denunciations, which caused him to be regarded with a certain suspicion in Rome.  His fortitude, however, was matched by the patience he had cultivated from childhood.  Newman trustingly accepted the sacrifices attached to a life offered to God and followed the traditional ascetic practices and fasting prescribed by the Church.  He did not love comfort, but was accustomed to hard work that left him little time for himself.  

His patience gave rise to the prudence that was needed especially at the time of the Oxford Movement and the opposition shown by some Anglican bishops to his courageous decisions.  Newman was part of a group of Anglican theologians and writers associated with the University of Oxford, who published a series of Tracts for the Times.  Newman published the first of these in September 1833, with the title “Thoughts on the Ministerial Commission”, in which he maintained that the authority of the clergy is of apostolic origin and does not derive from the state.  Part of the group was Henry Edward Manning, who in 1845 became a Catholic.  In his struggle against liberalism in religion, Newman increasingly adopted principles and forms of worship that were close to Catholicism, including fasting, the recitation of the breviary and quasi-monastic life.  He became the principal promoter of the Via Media, that is, the conviction that the Anglican Communion represents, along with the Church of Rome and the Orthodox Church, one of the three branches into which the Church, substantially one, is divided.  In February 1841, he distanced himself from the Via Media, which provoked a violent reaction from the Anglican bishops.  He chose to renounce his leadership of the Movement, and retired to Littlemore in February 1842.  Accused of imprudence and disturbing the peace, he had to submit himself to the will of his Anglican bishop.


Newman also needed prudence when he entered the Catholic Church, because there were different currents of thought in his regard.  He had to use great prudence in opening the Oratory in England.  He never failed to abandon himself completely to God’s providence, something we see also in his choice of a life of chastity.  He had accepted celibacy even before his first conversion at age fifteen, when he understood that he was to give himself entirely to God.  Later, in 1829, after four years of priestly ministry, he decided not to marry, a choice he sealed by making the vow of chastity upon entering the Oratory.


We can say that Newman is a model both for Catholics and for Anglicans.  Thanks to his sanctity, his truly evangelical witness of life and his total reliance upon the Holy Spirit, he was a pioneer of ecumenism.  His love for the universal Church is one reason for us to consider him one of the great forerunners of modern ecumenism.  This conviction is borne out by the study of his thought, upon which greater light was shed by the posthumous publication of his diaries.  These revealed an interior universe of profound richness that nourished his daily activity.  Newman lived constantly in union with God, following the expression of Saint Francis of Assisi: “Deus meus et omnia … ever and spontaneously on my lips”.  

On the eve of his canonization, we can rightly consider John Henry Newman as an authentic disciple of Christ who expressed his love for God and neighbour in his spiritual teaching.  Addressing not only scholars and intellectuals, but also ordinary people, he strove to lead everyone to the one flock under the one Shepherd.  Newman was decades ahead of his time in rediscovering the role of the laity in the life of the Church and the need for making constant efforts to grow in unity in Christ.  

We do well, then, to entrust ourselves and the whole Church to the intercession of this great Saint.
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