
Newman and me: chalk and cheese

A sermon preached in St Mary’s and Oriel College 24 May 2009

Part of a series at Oriel on famous members of the College

This sermon provoked considerable response, for and against. Newman supporters felt I was disrespectful, and a well known Newman Scholar present, with whom I had dinner afterwards, said I hadn’t got the measure of the man at all, and that Newman was certainly not a conservative, but a radical who challenged the accepted ideas of his age. A conservative evangelical undergraduate, shaking with anger, told me she thought I’d been unfaithful to the Christian teaching about the greatness and immutability of God.  Two members of the SMV congregation said they wanted to stand up afterwards and applaud. A college tutor said it was a relief to have had a lighter treatment of what is usually a sombre topic. Well, you can’t please all of the people all of the time – and neither should you.
Who was Newman: Fellow of Oriel who took services at SMV; theologian; writer; novelist; Oxford Movement. 

I’m landed (yet again) with John Henry Newman, not because I know much about him but because we have one thing in common – both of us have spent 13 years of our lives as Vicar of St Mary’s. One hundred and fifty years apart, it’s true; but enough to make a link. He became Vicar in 1828 one year after these furnishings were put in, just at the time the railways were beginning in the North East of England; I became Vicar in 1986 with Mrs. Thatcher in power – the year of the Chernobyl disaster and the first case of mad cow disease.  

Since Newman is on course for beatification – that is to be made a saint – it is assumed I will naturally want to write yet more admiring hagiography about him; that I will be over the moon that one of my predecessors is to become a saint. But I suspect we are like chalk and cheese. I am, as it were, uncomfortable in his presence and I don’t know why. 

When I first arrived in Oxford I was always being asked what it was like to live in Newman’s shadow; and did I sense his ghost in the church when locking up at night. One day Anthony Kenny brought President Cossiga of Italy to an event at SMV and on the way out he introduced me as ‘Il successore di Cardinale Newman’. I used to play along with all this and pretend I was in awe etc. Then I thought, hang on a minute, he was an old conservative; I’m a thrusting liberal; he had a high view of the church – I have a low view. In his famous hymn ‘Firmly I believe and truly’ he writes of Jesus Christ:

And I hold in veneration,
for the love of him alone,
holy Church as his creation,
and her teachings as his own.

I am deeply suspicious of the Church – from the crusades to the Papal teaching on contraception. I’ve got to stand up for myself; I must be my own man.

Even then it was difficult. On another occasion a party of Americans came into SMV to learn about its history and when I had finished speaking I was thanked by the leader who made allusions to my illustrious predecessors; and afterwards one of the group fixed me with his eye, shook me by the hand in one of those deep-fried giant-hamburger grips and said, ‘Sure, Dr Newman, it’s great to meet you’.

But how do I justify my title, Chalk and cheese? Well:

He was single; I am married. He was thought not to be the marrying kind. Famously he was buried with his friend, Ambrose St John. Even though their friendship was most probably platonic, their relationship has apparently slowed the beatification process – the Vatican for ever frightened of facing the realities of life.

Newman was considered by many the cleverest man in Oxford – prize fellow of Oriel when Oriel was the equivalent of what All Souls is today - in the Prize Fellowship department. He was a world class theologian; I am simply in the following pack. 

His life was religious – delineated by church and institution - he loved it; he was one of nature’s clergymen. You know, he founded an oratory – a community of priests who, although they hadn’t taken vows, lived the religious life together. I am much more secular; I don’t want to retreat from the world and I like to embrace the secular. (I thought I was one of nature’s clergymen, but in retrospect I see that the ascendancy of liberal priests and bishops between 1945 and 1970 was a blip in the C of E’s history.)

I think Newman had an instinctive desire for orthodoxy and to know where he stood theologically. He thought there was a right way and wanted everyone to be on side. I think doctrine is a matter of opinion - formed by human opinions and changeable by human opinions, but also that there’s plenty of scope for different opinions. I am suspicious of orthodoxy and am a champion of all those doubting Thomas’s who stand at the fringe of church life.

Before he became vicar here, Newman had been an evangelical and, like many people who have subsequently ended up at this church, was still in the process of revising his beliefs while in office. At the same time he was also mistrustful of Rome. He saw weaknesses both in Rome and in the Church of England that he wanted to remedy. As far as the Church of England was concerned, he wanted to establish a via media, a middle road between the Protestantism of the Reformation and Historic Catholic Doctrine. And to this end he returned to the teaching of the early Church fathers – the first four/five centuries of Christian teaching – to set out 1 A doctrinal base 2 A theology of the sacraments and  3 an ecclesiology, based on the historic episcopate. These three prongs would resist State domination of the church and fend off liberal attacks on traditional doctrine. That, basically, is the agenda of the Oxford Movement. 

But the more I read about the incipient saint, the less confident I am in my title – chalk and cheese. OK I don’t suppose he was a sporting type and wouldn’t have liked football and cricket as much as I do. But, then, he was an eminent Victorian and goodness knows how different each of us would have been had we lived in each other’s age. To be an eminent Victorian was to be constrained in all sorts of ways; to be a citizen of the rich West in the global society of the 21st Century is to be liberated to a degree unimaginable to Newman. 

But the chink in his armour, from my point of view - the shaft of light through the curtains - is that he was a conservative far too clever to be a fundamentalist. He understood that basic fact of life that things change: whoever you are, whatever your circumstances, change, decay, and regeneration are the order of the day. This means that not even the most sacred precepts of the church can be written in stone – a point of view almost anathema to the Victorian Roman Catholic Church, believing itself to be founded on the Rock of Saint Peter; entrusted with the truth; the guardian of the Faith. 

Quite contrary to the prevailing Catholic view of his time, Newman embraced change: he accepted evolution, emphasized the importance of the laity, and regarded conscience as the principal of moral decision making. It has to be said that his best thinking, and certainly his best writing, was done as an Anglican and he took that intellectual gift to Rome. So, he never quite saw Rome as the Romans did and, even though eventually a Roman Catholic Cardinal, he remained a critic of the Church, particularly what is known as its ultramontane attitude. Ultramontane means ‘beyond the mountains’ i.e. over the Alps in the Vatican. It came to refer to the supremacy of the Pope and, eventually, his infallibility. So an Ultramontanist is one who sets the idea of the Church above that of religion. Here Newman and I meet. Whether it’s the Pope or the Archbishop’s Council of the Church of England I am not willing to put the Church before what I regard as the gospel message of Jesus. And I frequently think that the Church’s interpretation of the gospel message misses the point, more worried about law than freedom. I’d like to know if Newman ever thought that.

His most quoted saying is that ‘to live is to change and to be perfect is to have changed often’. Just what the liberal wants to hear, you might think. But before you get too excited, the full quotation is ‘to remain the same’ it is necessary to change: to live is to change and to be perfect is to have changed often’. His change is not so much doctrinal evolution - as it were creating new species - but having the scope to re-interpret ancient, biblical truth. 

What do we learn from the past? I haven’t the energy or the inclination to become a Newman Scholar or a Newman devotee. Anyway I don’t think he would want it. I think we can only benefit from the past if we pick and choose what speaks to us from past lives and allow that to become part of our own DNA, our own unique self. That is part of what it means for doctrine to develop: the message of Jesus has to be re-worked for every generation, re-interpreted, understood in relation to the broader corpus of knowledge and culture. Engaged in conversation now with scientistic and secular agendas as was scarcely the case in Newman’s time. 

