Cardinal Newman: a bridge between Anglicanism and Catholicism

A couple of years after the young Anglican priest John Henry Newman visited Rome in 1833, he was becoming a well-known figure in the Church of England. And whether in his pulpit in St Mary the Virgin, Oxford, or at his writing desk in Oriel College, he was still thinking through all that he had seen and experienced in the Eternal City. 

It was during that first visit to Italy in 1833 that Newman had felt called by God to lead a movement for the renewal of the Church of England. The renewal he led would reclaim the Church of England’s rootedness in the Undivided Church of the early centuries by making Anglicanism more like Catholicism. The Anglican Churches of England and Ireland, the Episcopal Churches of Scotland and the USA, were seen by Newman at this stage of his life as a branch of the Christian Church growing from that ancient root, and thus Catholicism was a sister Church with much to admire and from which to borrow. The fruits for Anglicanism of this renewal are that now most Anglican churches around the world have crosses or crucifixes, and altars where Eucharist is celebrated every Sunday, and their priests wear vestments, and there are orders of Anglican nuns and monks—all of which were missing in the Church of England before Newman began his work. His travels in Rome in 1833 provided some wonderful images—and posed some challenging questions—for what it would look like to restore the Church of England to its Catholic identity.      

This morning I am going to look at just a few things that Newman did as a bridge between Anglicanism and Catholicism. First I will talk about something he took from Catholicism to introduce to the Church of England and the wider Anglican Communion. Then I will things he brought with him from Anglicanism that have helped shape Catholicism today.

Part I
So back to Newman as a young man standing in Rome, “looking down from the Capitol … [on] all the many domes, which … rose gracefully and proudly” before him (DA 3). He wrote about that experience a couple of years later in an article entitled “Home Thoughts Abroad No. 2.” Not the most catchy title, but I should point out it came after “Home Thoughts Abroad No. 1.” He had written the first immediately upon his return to England in 1833 when, although he had waxed eloquent about the beauties of St Peter’s Basilica, he still had some negative comments about Rome. 

“Home Thoughts Abroad No. 2” was much more positive about Rome and its Catholicism, especially considering his context in proudly Protestant Britain. (So positive, in fact, that his editor left the article unpublished for many months.) But Newman had come a long way in a couple of years. He now realized that the Church of England was in a worse position than he first suspected: the Church was being treated by the government of the day as a mere creature of the State, rather than as the divine institution he considered it to be. So he urged his fellow Anglicans to stop seeing their Church as a product of the Protestant Reformation and instead recall it was still Catholic.    

So he wrote “Home Thoughts Abroad No. 2” as a thought experiment for what might happen were the Church of England to disestablish. Although disestablishment still hasn’t happened in England, Newman was taking the long view: one of the characters in the article is looking ahead to the Church of the year 2500. If there were no Established status, the future depended upon Anglican bishops recognizing their status as successors to the Apostles and, in the face of religious scepticism and confusion, upon returning to the roots of the Undivided Church. And Newman’s vision affected Anglicanism in the rest of world, which had no Established status, and the movement for the Catholic renewal of Anglicanism that Newman led quickly became a global movement. 

In the view of Newman and his friends in 1835, the Anglican Church had never lost its ancient roots. Those roots showed in the Book of Common Prayer and the Ordinal, which although products of the Reformation nevertheless preserved the Catholic practices of the ordination of priests by bishops in Apostolic Succession, the celebration of the sacraments, services for daily prayer in accord with the liturgical calendar, and the exhortation to seasons of fasting and repentance. He instructed Anglican clergy to “keep what, through God’s good providence, has descended” through time (DA 34). 

But where, in the absence of the State, would the Anglican clergy turn for human support (in addition to the divine support God was to provide)? Newman said they should turn to the people. And who will win the support of the people? Newman wanted a new breed of bishops (different from those who were voting with the government in the House of Lords). He even gave one pope as an example for the bishops to follow: the pope who did most to boost the medieval Church against the Holy Roman Emperor. 

Newman wrote, “If master-minds are ever granted to us, to build us up in faith and unity, they must do the same [as Pope Gregory VII]… In spite of opposition, they must persevere in insisting on the episcopal system, the apostolical succession, the ministerial commission, the power of the keys, the duty and desirableness of Church discipline, the sacredness of Church rites and ordinances.” So far well; but you will say, how is all this to be made interesting to the people?” (DA 36, my italics). Good question—I normally struggle to make this interesting to students at my seminary! How to interest the Anglican laypeople? Newman’s answer was that the Church of England had gone wrong in dumbing everything down, and placing few moral demands on the people, and making the spiritual authority of bishops appear too insignificant compared with their worldly power. 

A clergy that recognized its spiritual authority came from its bishops were those who could win the loyalty of laypeople. Making reference to “Home Thoughts Abroad No. 2” in a letter to his editor he admitted what he saw to be the problem of the Church of England in his day: “At present it is too much a Church for the Aristocracy, and for the poor mainly through the Aristocracy; with few attractions for the middle classes.”[footnoteRef:1] Here Newman had in mind who should be the clergy of the future: not the “‘pampered aristocrat,’ ‘resident gentleman,’ ‘smug parsons’” but a new middle-class clergy unconcerned with social status and willing to become “the poor of Christ.”[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  JHN to H. J. Rose LD 5. 275]  [2:  RHF to JHN 29 Oct. 1833, in Remains of Hurrell Froude, i. 329.] 

The other means Newman had in mind to make the Church of England once more the people’s Church was borrowed from Catholicism. “Home Thoughts Abroad No. 2” concludes with the need for religious orders to evangelize the “multitudes” in the towns and cities created by the Industrial Revolution. The global Anglican Communion as a whole, which is certainly not the Church of the wealthy, heeded Newman’s exhortation. Across the Anglican Communion religious orders for men or women became forces of evangelization and workers among the poor. There were 62 Anglican orders for women and 15 Anglican orders for men founded between 1845 and 1900. That’s an average of one order of nuns or monks formed every nine months: an astounding statistic considering that, before Newman and his friends, there had been none at all for over 300 years. 
As he looked out over the Eternal City, Newman wanted the Church of England to have as much of the people’s loyalty as possible. And he wanted to use Catholic orders such as the Sisters of the Poor as part of the plan to achieve this. But whereas he had wanted to magnify the spiritual authority of bishops in the Church of England, as a Catholic he asked the bishops to listen to the laity.  

Part II
In the years after Newman became a Catholic in 1845, he established a religious order of Oratorians to work among the ordinary people of Birmingham. But perhaps his most influential work for ordinary people was an article that he wrote called “On Consulting the Faithful in Matters of Doctrine” in 1859. Although I can’t claim the article, which has so thoroughly shaped thinking about the role of the laity in the Catholic Church today, was a product of Newman’s Anglican past, nevertheless I would like to touch on a couple of Anglican aspects to the essay.  

The quality of education for lay Catholics had long been a concern for Newman, who had set up a school in Birmingham and attempted to establish a Catholic University in Dublin. “On Consulting the Faithful,” as the title suggests, exhorted bishops to speak with the laity on such matters as Catholic education policy because the people were the best supporters of the Church. This influential article drew upon the vast knowledge he acquired as an Oxford don of the early Church Fathers, and it repeated some of the arguments from history that he had made in his Oxford days for why the laity were the Church’s best defenders. Someone else who recognized such characteristics as Anglican was the Catholic Archbishop of Westminster, Henry Manning, another Oxford convert who in 1866 named Newman as the chief source of “an English Catholicism. … It is the old Anglican, patristic, literary, Oxford tone transplanted into the Church.”[footnoteRef:3] Manning did not mean this as a compliment!  [3:  ‘Henry Manning to George Talbot,’ 20 February 1866 (printed in Edmund Sheridan Purcell, Life of Cardinal Manning, Archbishop of Westminster, 2 vols. [London: Macmillan, 1896], 2: 323). ] 


Such Anglican characteristics may have shaped Newman’s other Catholic writings about the Church too. Newman’s description of the three offices of the Church—the prophetic (the office of theologians), sacerdotal (the office of pastors and laity), and the regal (the office of pope and bishops)—should be understood as a system of checks and balances that “is evidently indebted not only to biblical authors such as Paul but also to the British political experience,” and very different from a Catholic view that “emphasizes only the harmony not the tension.”[footnoteRef:4] In other words, Newman was seeking pastors and their flock to come into consensus, while making the very British observation to his Catholic brothers and sisters that this isn’t always the harmonious process that theologians had described.  [4:  Dulles 2002: 111–12] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]A bridge enables the transfer of things from one side to the other and back again. Newman was therefore a bridge, transferring a Catholic vision to Anglicanism worldwide and then bringing some of his Anglicanism with him when he became a Catholic. He may have taken the bridge in only one direction himself, but many Anglicans have followed his teachings about the Catholic roots of their Church and remained Anglican. Moreover, if we take the global perspective rather than that of the Church of England, Newman’s prophecy in “Home Thoughts Abroad No. 2” proved accurate through the growth of an Anglican Communion of bishops whose authority is spiritual not based on establishment. Likewise, if we take the perspective of global Catholicism, Newman’s “On Consulting the Faithful” was prophetic of the fact that the recent synods on the family began with the bishops consulting “the People of God.”[footnoteRef:5] Newman remains a gift to both the communions of which he was a member, Anglican and Catholic, and his canonization tomorrow is a gift to us all.       [5:  ‘The General Secretariat of the Synod of Bishops began its preparation by sending the Preparatory Document, which generated significant reflection among the People of God’ (Introduction). III Extraordinary General Assembly, The Pastoral Challenges of the Family in the Context of Evangelization (2014). ] 

