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First of all, my thanks to Sr Kathleen Dietz for her presentation of Newman and his understanding of the call to holiness. In response, I would like to reflect on his own conversion.

	When people, especially Catholics, think about Newman’s conversion, they tend instinctively to focus on 9 October 1845 and his reception into the Catholic Church. But there were other conversions as well. As we have heard already this morning, in 1816, when he was just fifteen years old and was at school for the long summer vacation because he had fallen ill, he had a powerful experience of conversion. He came to rest, as he was to say later, ‘in the thought of two and two only absolute and luminously self-evident beings, myself and my Creator’ (Apologia, p.4). He was saying that, if he were to believe nothing else, he knew that he existed and he believed in the existence of God. This was his first and fundamental conversion.

	Intellectually gifted, he nevertheless gained a poor undergraduate degree at Oxford because of overwork; but shortly afterwards he took other examinations and was elected a Fellow of Oriel. At that time Oriel was the most prestigious of the Oxford colleges. Its Senior Common Room was said to ‘stink of logic’. And Newman, naturally rather reserved, came out of his shell and unsurprisingly came to be beguiled by intellectual excellence. In November 1827, however, while invigilating examinations, he fell ill again and, some weeks later, at the beginning of January, his beloved youngest sister, Mary, died suddenly. These events, ill-health and bereavement, caused him to take stock. What was it that really mattered to him, intellectual excellence or moral and spiritual excellence? He recognized the importance of moral and spiritual excellence. And he was growing closer to new friends, John Keble, Edward Pusey, and Richard Hurrell Froude. 

	Five years later, in Sicily, he became unwell again and might have died. But he had a conviction that God had a work for him to do in England. When he had recovered, he returned and with his friends, Keble, Pusey, and Froude, threw himself into the Oxford Movement, that movement that sought to restore within the Church of England its awareness of its catholic tradition, an awareness that had largely faded. 

	For some years he became its most inspirational leader, full of confidence in the understanding of Anglicanism that he was championing. He saw the Church of England as occupying a middle way, a via media, between what he regarded as Protestant error and Roman excess, that is to say, the doctrines that he believed the Church of Rome had added to the deposit of faith. Then in 1839 and again in 1841, while studying the early Church Fathers during the summer vacation, he began to have doubts about the position he was advocating. He had spoken of the via media as a paper religion, something that had never actually been tried. But while studying, he came to see that there had been occasions in the early Church when there had been controversies between Rome and heresies such as Eutychianism and Arianism when, besides the heretical positions, there had been those who had adopted softer versions of those heresies, Monophysitism and Semi-Arianism. However, these were not following a golden middle way between error and excess, but were, he began to think, colluding with error. Was this middle way an illusion? Would Rome be proved right after all?

	He did not hurry. He reflected for years. But by 1845 he came to believe that what he had previously seen as excesses were rather developments of living truth. And so indeed on 9 October 1845 he was received into the Catholic Church.

	So there was not just that one conversion, but there had been a series of conversions, a continuous response to a series of calls. Conversion is not a once in a lifetime event, but, as wise spiritual directors tell us, a process. We need to keep diving deeper. And although Newman was to speak of his conversion in 1845 as like ‘coming into port after a rough sea’ (Apologia, p.238), the matter didn’t end there. The Catholic Church in England was a small, despised minority at that time which did not know what to do with this gifted man who had joined them. So they offered him projects. He was invited to become the first Rector of a new Catholic university in Dublin, to oversee with the American bishops a new English translation of the Bible, to edit a distinguished, but controversial periodical called, The Rambler, and on two occasions in the 1860s to found an Oratory in Oxford for Catholics who might become students there. On each occasion, however, he was not given the support and the resources he needed for success. After almost twenty years as a Catholic, he came to feel that, since his conversion, he had had nothing but failure, personally (see Autobiographical Writings, p.255).

	Then later, in 1879, a new Pope, Leo XIII, who had admired Newman, decided to make him a Cardinal. The cloud that he had felt hovering over him for so long was lifted, and the final eleven years or so of his life were much more tranquil.

	There had, therefore, been this series of conversions and callings, inviting him to an ever deeper level. What might we learn from his experience?

	His first conversion, the thought of two and two only absolute and luminously self-evident beings, himself and God, can be seen as the recognition of the relationship between the seen and the unseen world, or, as we might say, the relationship between the secular and the sacred, which is revealed supremely in the birth of Christ, the Word made flesh. When we have an experience of conversion, however, we take hold of the conviction it gives us very resolutely. It is tempting to stop there, to stay there. 

	But Newman’s further conversions and callings – in 1827 and 1828, in 1833, in 1839 and 1841, and in 1845, and then through those challenging experiences of his Catholic years – took him to deeper depths and drew him, we might say, to embrace the paschal mystery, the dying and rising to new life of Jesus. It is not easy to let go and move to a deeper level. There is a powerful and beautiful sentence in one of his Anglican sermons that captures the experience: ‘The planting of Christ’s Cross in the heart is sharp and trying; but the stately tree rears itself aloft, and has fair branches and rich fruit, and is good to look upon’ (Parochial and Plain Sermons iv, p.262). Isn’t that wonderful? We move from what is sharp and trying to contemplate fulfilment and new life.

	At dinner on Friday evening, the Bishops’ Conference of England and Wales gave each of the guests a copy of Newman’s Meditations and Devotions. These were indeed meditations and devotions that Newman had composed during his Catholic life. They were published in 1893, three years after his death, by William Neville, the priest who had been his assistant and chaplain in the later years of his life. There are wonderful pieces in that volume. They deserve to be better known, but one is perhaps familiar. Newman wrote: ‘God has created me to do him some definite service.’ And shortly afterwards he wrote: ‘If I am in sickness, my sickness may serve Him; in perplexity, my perplexity may serve Him; if I am in sorrow, my sorrow may serve him’ (Meditations and Devotions, p.400; new edition, p.291). 

	Newman wrote that in 1848. It occurs to me that those phrases give, perhaps subconsciously and then possibly prophetically, an account of his life: first, the three early sicknesses, in 1816, 1827, and 1833; then the perplexity of 1839 and 1841, while he wrestled with his position in the Church of England and pondered his future; and finally the sorrow that had so often accompanied his ministry as a Catholic when what he was invited to do was frustrated. Yet he responded faithfully to these conversions and callings, seeking always to do what was being asked of him and sharing the Gospel with others. In the words of his cardinal’s motto, he served people by allowing heart to speak to heart, Cor ad cor loquitur.

Roderick Strange’s latest book, Newman: The Heart of Holiness, was published by Hodder & Stoughton in September.
